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ABSTRACT
The pu rpo se  of  t h i s  p ape r  i s  to c h a r a c t e r i z e  t he  w r i t i n g s  o f  
Vi r g in i us  Dabney on the s ub jec t  of race r e l a t i o n s  in the  South. Use i s  
made o f  h i s  n ews p ap e r  e d i t o r i a l s ,  magaz ine  a r t i c l e s ,  and books.  
S e l ec t i o ns  from h i s  f i l e s  of  correspondence are  u t i l i z e d  to explore h i s  
v ie ws  in g r e a t e r  d e t a i l ,  and to  gauge t h e  r e a c t i o n s  o f  o t h e r s  t o  h i s  
w r i t i n g s  on r a c i a l  i s s u e s .  Dabney f r e q u e n t l y  w ro t e  on many o t h e r  
s u b j e c t s ,  i ncluding p o l i t i c s ,  r e l i g i o n ,  o r g a n i z e d  l a b o r ,  p r o h i b i t i o n ,  
a n t i - e v o l u t i o n i s m ,  h i s t o r y ,  and fore ign  a f f a i r s .  I t  i s  not  the  t ask  of 
t h i s  study to  deal  wi th those o t he r  areas .
F o l l o w i n g  an e x c e l l e n t  e d u c a t i o n  and a y e a r  as  a t e a c h e r ,  Dabney 
began h i s  c a r e e r  in j o u r n a l i s m  in  1922.  He worked t w e l v e  y e a r s  as  a 
r e p o r t e r ,  f i r s t  a t  t h e  Richmond News Leader  and t h e n  a t  t h e  Richmond 
Times-Disoatch. Dabney took charge of  the e d i t o r i a l  page a t  the Times-  
Disoatch in 1934 and held t h a t  p os i t i o n  for  34 years .
Wi t h i n  t h e  rea lm o f  r ace  r e l a t i o n s ,  Dabney w r o t e  e x t e n s i v e l y  on 
c e r t a i n  t o p i c s .  He was p a r t i c u l a r l y  co nc e r n ed  t h a t  t h e  South had 
m a i n t a i n e d ,  long i n t o  t h e  t w e n t i e t h  c e n t u r y ,  a dua l  s ys t em o f  j u s t i c e  
which of ten  denied blacks  even t h e i r  most bas ic  c o n s t i t u t i o n a l  r igh t s .  
Dabney was out raged t h a t  lynching p e r s i s t e d  in many a reas  of  the South. 
These b r u t a l  mu rd er s  were t h e  one r a c i a l  problem f o r  which Dabney 
bel i eved ,  f o r  a t ime,  t h a t  f e de r a l  i n t e rv e n t i o n  was necessary.  Dabney 
was a l so  an advocate of expanded economic and educa t iona l  o pp o r t u n i t i e s  
f o r  b l a c k s .  But he d i d  no t  b e l i e v e  i n t e g r a t i o n  t o  be in t h e  b e s t  
i n t e r e s t  of  e i t h e r  blacks  or whi tes .
The r e s u l t s  of  t h i s  s t u dy  i n d i c a t e  t h a t  t h e  v i ews  o f  V i r g i n i u s  
Dabney on ma t t e r s  of  race are  d i f f i c u l t  to ca t egor i ze .  Consequently,  no 
a t t e m p t  i s  made t o  e i t h e r  p r ove  or  d i s p r o v e  t h a t  he was a " l i b e r a l . "  
The re  i s  no q u e s t i o n  t h a t  he s i n c e r e l y  d e s i r e d  f o r  b l a c k s  g r e a t e r  
o p p o r t u n i t i e s  and e q ua l  t r e a t m e n t  in t h e  c o u r t s .  He n e ve r  r e t r e a t e d  
f rom t h e s e  g o a l s ,  but  n e i t h e r  d i d  he change w i t h  t he  t i m e s .  Dabney 
f e a r e d  t h a t  s c h o o l  d e s e g r e g a t i o n  w ou l d  r e s u l t  i n  w i d e s p r e a d  
i n t e r m a r r i a g e  between b lacks  and whi tes .  Even a t  the peak of  the c i v i l  
r i g h t s  movement in the  1950's and 1960's,  Dabney remained convinced t h a t  
many years  would pass before  i n t e g r a t i o n  could succeed in the South.
JUSTICE, PATIENCE, REASON:
THE WRITINGS OF VIRGINIUS DABNEY 
ON MATTERS OF RACE
INTRODUCTION
For t h e  p a s t  t w e n t y  y e a r s  or  more,  s t u d e n t s  o f  S o u t he r n  h i s t o r y  
have devoted cons ide rab le  research to the theme of l ib e ra l i sm in t h a t  
region ' s  past .  This  i n t e r e s t  i s  n a t u r a l ,  because the s ub j ec t  involves  
an apparent  c o n t r a d i c t i o n :  e f f o r t s  to  achieve reform occurred aga ins t  a
backdrop  o f  c o n s e r v a t i s m  f o r  which t h e  South  i s  b e t t e r  known. The 
s ub jec t  of  race r e l a t i o n s  has received s p ec i a l  a t t e n t i o n ,  because of the  
ro le  of  s lave ry  in the South's pas t  and the emot ional ism of color  as an 
i ssue  in more recent  t imes.
E d i t o r s  a r e ,  o f  n e c e s s i t y ,  i n d i v i d u a l s  who g i v e  c o n s i d e r a b l e  
thought  to the i s s u es  of  the day, express  t h e i r  ideas  f rankly ,  and have 
the p o t e n t i a l  to  i nf luence  the views of  t h e i r  readers .  For t h i s  reason,  
the w r i t i n g s  of  many e d i t o r s  t e s t i f y  as to the course of l i be r a l i s m  in 
t h e  South .  One e d i t o r  o f t e n  me n t i on ed  in t h i s  c o n t e x t  i s  V i r g i n i u s  
Dabney.
An examinat ion of  Dabney's w r i t i n g s  on race r e l a t i o n s  gives  r i s e  to 
a prob lem.  The t e rm " l i b e r a l "  i s  a t  t i m e s  u s e f u l  in d e s c r i b i n g  h i s  
views on race,  yet  in o t he r  i ns t ance s  seems inappr opr i a t e .  At tempts  to 
def ine  l i be r a l i s m  do not resolve  the problem. In h i s  book on Southern 
l i b e r a l s ,  _In Search of  the  Si l en t  South (1977), Morton Sosna c l as sed  as 
" l i b e r a l , "
those whi t e  Southerners  who perceived t h a t  t h e r e  was a 
s e r io us  maladjustment  of race r e l a t i o n s  in the South,
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3who r e c o g n i z e d  t h a t  t h e  e x i s t i n g  sys t em r e s u l t e d  in  
grave i n j u s t i c e s  for  blacks ,  and who e i t h e r  a c t i v e l y  
endorsed or  engaged in programs to a id  Southern blacks 
in t h e i r  f i g h t  a g a i n s t  l yn ch i ng ,  d i s f r a n c h i s e m e n t ,  
segrega t ion ,  and b l a t a n t  d i s c r i m i n a t i o n  in such areas  
as educat ion ,  employment, and law enforcement .
Dabney's own d e f i n i t i o n  appeared in h i s  f i r s t  publ i shed book, Liberal i sm
in the South [1932). In terms of t h e i r  s tand on race r e l a t i o n s ,  Dabney
descr ibed "Southern l i b e r a l s "  as i n d i v i d u a l s  who
t ook  p a r t  in t h e  a n t e - b e l l u m  movement t o  r i d  t h e  
r e p u b l i c  o f  t h e  b l i g h t  o f  s l a v e r y ,  and a f t e r  
Appomat tox . . . d i r e c t e d  t h e i r  e n e r g i e s  to  s e e k i n g  
j u s t i c e  f o r  the blacks in a l l  t h e i r  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  with 
the whi tes .
The l a t t e r  d e f i n i t i o n  i s  Less r igorous ,  e s pe c i a l l y  for  the post-beLlum 
per iod,  and s t r e s s e s  j u s t i c e  more than equa l i ty .  I t  i s  a b e t t e r  f i t ,  i f  
Dabney i s  to be termed a " l i b e r a l , "  than i s  Sosna ' s  d e f i n i t i o n .
The v i ews  of  V i r g i n i u s  Dabney can be b e t t e r  u n d e r s t o o d  i f  
c a t e g o r i z a t i o n  i s  kept to a minimum. Southern e d i t o r s  in t h i s  century 
have r e p r e s e n t e d  t h e  e n t i r e  s p e c t r u m  of  p o s i t i o n s  on r a c e  and o t h e r  
i s s u e s .  " L i b e r a l "  and " c o n s e r v a t i v e "  a r e  r e l a t i v e  t e r m s  which Label ,
but  do not expla in ,  an i n d i v i d ua l ' s  a t t i t u d e s  and b e l i e f s .
INTRODUCTION NOTES
Morton Sosna,  In Search of  the Si l ent  South: Southern LiberaLs and 
the  Race I ssue  (New York: Columbia Univers i ty  Press ,  1977),  p. v i i i .
V i r g in i us  Dabney, Libera Lism in the  South (Chapel H i l l :  Univer s i ty  
of North Carol ina  Press ,  1932),  p. x v i i i .
CHAPTER ONE 
ANCESTRY, CHILDHOOD, YOUTH
There was L i t t l e  in Vi rg in iu s  Dabney's family background or ear ly  
Li fe  t o  s u g g e s t  t h a t ,  f o r  much o f  h i s  c a r e e r  as  a j o u r n a l i s t ,  he would 
be viewed by h i s  f e l low Southerners  as a l i b e r a l .  Time and again,  when 
w r i t i n g  about  race r e l a t i o n s ,  Labor u n i o n s ,  r e l i g i o u s  f u n d a m e n t a l i s m ,  
and p r o h i b i t i o n ,  Dabney's advocacy of Liberal  causes spoke of  a changing 
South with l i t t l e  s i m i l a r i t y  to the South of  h i s  o r i g i n s .
Soc ia l  prominence,  weal th,  and h igher  educat ion ch a r a c t e r i z e d  many 
of  Vi rg in i us  Dabney's fo rebear s .  Six genera t ions  back on the maternal  
s i d e  was Mar tha  J e f f e r s o n ,  s i s t e r  o f  Thomas J e f f e r s o n . ^  His  f a t h e r ' s  
fami ly can be t r aced  back to  s even teen th-cen tury  Vi rg in i a ,  and included 
p l a n t e r s ,  Lawyers,  p h y s i c i a n s ,  s o l d i e r s ,  and educators .  Perhaps most 
prominent  was Thomas Smith Gregory Dabney, a p l a n t e r  about  whom much i s  
known, due l a r geLy  to  t h e  fond r e m i n i s c e n c e s  of  h i s  d a u g h t e r ,  Susan 
Dabney Smedes,  i n  Memo r i  a Is  o f  a S o u t h e r n  P l a n t e r . f i r s t  p u b l i s h e d  in  
1887.  In  1835,  Thomas Dabney moved h i s  f a m i l y  and s l a v e s  from 
Glouces ter  County, Vi r g in ia ,  to  Bur leigh,  a 4 ,000-acre  cot ton p l a n t a t i o n  
n e a r  V i c k s b u r g ,  M i s s i s s i p p i .  Though h i s  d a u g h t e r ' s  a c c o u n t  i s  h a r d l y  
o b j e c t i v e ,  i s  seems c l e a r  t h a t  Thomas Dabney was except ional  both in h i s  
manager ial  s k i l l s  and h i s  t r e a t m e n t  of  s laves .  His p rogres s i ve  farming 
p r a c t i c e s  made Bur leigh a very p r o f i t a b l e  opera t ion ,  and h i s  s lave s  were 
b e t t e r  t r e a t e d  t h a n  most .  Dabney avo i ded  s a l e s  which br oke  up s l a v e
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6f a m i l i e s ,  encouraged h i s  s l aves  to  a t t end  church,  and approved when h i s  
c h i l d r e n  t a u g h t  s e v e r a l  s l a v e s  t o  read.  A Whig, Dabney opposed t h e  
s e c e s s i o n  of  M i s s i s s i p p i  and even c o n s i d e r e d  moving h i s  f a m i l y  t o  
England j u s t  before  the  Civ i l  War began. But in the  end he c as t  h i s  l o t  
w i t h  t h e  C on fede r acy  and,  l i k e  o t h e r  p l a n t e r s ,  was r educed  t o  modest  
means by the outcome of the  war.^
Thomas Dabney's f i f t h  son, born s h o r t l y  before  the  family moved to
3
M i s s i s s i p p i ,  was named V i r g i n i u s  a f t e r  t h e  f a m i l y ' s  a n c e s t r a l  home. 
Th i s  e l d e r  V i r g i n i u s ,  e d u c a t e d  a t  t h e  U n i v e r s i t y  of  V i r g i n i a ,  was a 
c a p t a i n  in t h e  C o n f e d e r a t e  army.^ A f t e r  t h e  war he o p e r a t e d  boys '  
schools  in Vi r g i n i a ,  New Jer sey ,  and New York. Best  known as a w r i t e r  
and a New York l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c ,  he rece ived very f avorable  reviews for  
one of  h i s  novels ,  The Storv o f  Don Miff  (1886)
Vi rg i n i us  Dabney, born in 1901, was thus  named f or  h i s  grandfa ther .  
His  f a t h e r ,  R i c h a r d  Heath Dabney,  a f t e r  c o m p l e t i n g  two d e g r e e s  a t  t h e  
U n i v e r s i t y  o f  V i r g i n i a ,  r e c e i v e d  a Ph.D. i n  h i s t o r y  from H e i d e l b e r g .  
Af t e r  t eaching a shor t  t ime a t  Indiana Univer s i ty ,  Heath Dabney j o i ne d  
the Uni ver s i ty  of  Vi r g in ia  f a c u l t y  in 1889, where he remained f o r t y - n i n e  
y e a r s .  Dur ing t h a t  t i m e  he t a u g h t  a l l  t h e  c o u r s e s  in  h i s t o r y  f o r  
t h i r t y - f o u r  y e a r s  and s e r v e d  e i g h t e e n  y e a r s  as  dean of  t h e  g r a d u a t e  
school .  His c a r e e r  as a co l l ege  p r ofes so r  was a d i s t i ng u i s h ed  one, not  
so much in p u b l i s h e d  r e s e a r c h  as  in t h e  l e g i o n s  of  s t u d e n t s  he 
i n s t r u c t e d  over  a per iod of  near ly  a h a l f  century.®
The t r a d i t i o n s  of  t h e  U n i v e r s i t y  o f  V i r g i n i a  and t h e  C on f ed e r a cy  
were  s t r o n g ,  t oo ,  in t h e  f a m i l y  of  V i r g i n i u s '  mo th er ,  L i l y  Heth Davis .  
She and h e r  s i s t e r  A l i c e  were  r a i s e d  by t h e i r  g r a n d f a t h e r ,  C a p t a i n  
Eugene Davis,  a t  Willoughby,  a thousand-acre  da i ry  farm he had acqui red
7n e a r  C h a r l o t t e s v i l l e  a few y e a r s  a f t e r  t h e  C i v i l  War. The g i r l s '  
f a t h e r ,  James Davis,  had served in t he  F i r s t  V i r g i n i a  A r t i l l e r y ,  entered 
the Univer s i ty  of  Vi rg i n i a  a f t e r  the war, and l a t e r  e s t a b l i s h e d  a Legal 
p r a c t i c e  in Richmond. James Davis'  wife died when the  g i r l s  were s t i l l  
i n f a n t s ;  James died seven years  l a t e r  of t u b e r c u l o s i s /
L i l y  Davis  m a r r i e d  Heath Dabney in 1899,  h i s  t e n t h  y e a r  on t h e  
Univer s i ty  of  V i r g i n i a  f acu l ty .  Vi rg in ius ,  the f i r s t  of three  ch i ld ren ,  
was born F eb r ua ry  8,  1901,  in t h e i r  home a t  t h e  U n i v e r s i t y ,  which had 
not  yet  been annexed by the town of C h a r l o t t e s v i l l e .  In 1907 the family 
moved a s h o r t  d i s t a n c e  t o  Edgewood, a home which Dabney d e s c r i b e d  in  
l a t e r  years  as "comfor table  but by no means Luxurious." Heath and Lily 
Dabney enjoyed e n t e r t a i n i n g ,  whether i t  was r e l a t i v e s  coming f or  a long
g
v i s i t  or co l l ege  s tu de n t s  coming to Sunday supper .
Dabney' s  earLy e d u c a t i o n  was cond u c t ed  e n t i r e l y  a t  home by h i s  
f a t h e r  and by h i s  m o t h e r ' s  maiden a u n t ,  Lucy Davi s ,  who l i v e d  in  t h e i r  
home. Aunt Lucy took charge of  V i r g in i u s1 ea r l y  i n s t r u c t i o n  in reading,  
w r i t i n g ,  and a r i t h m e t i c ,  as  she  had f o r  h i s  mot he r  b e f o r e  him. Heath 
Dabney was f l u e n t  in German and French,  and began t eaching h i s  son those 
Languages  when he was n o t  y e t  seven y e a r s  oLd. The method of  
i n s t r u c t i o n  s t r e s s e d  conver sa t ion  and reading more than memorizat ion of  
t ed i ous  grammatical  ru les .  This program worked wel l ,  enabl ing Vi rg in i us  
t o  " b r e e z e  t h r o u g h "  t h e  French  and German c o u r s e s  in  h i gh  s c h o o l  and 
coLlege.®
V i r g i n i u s  d i d  no t  a t t e n d  p u b l i c  or  p r i v a t e  s ch oo l  u n t i l  age 
t h i r t e e n ,  b u t  t h e  home t u t o r i n g  e v i d e n t l y  d i d  n o t  hamper  h i s  s o c i a l  
development.  In the  a f t e rnoons  and on weekends he took p a r t  in a l l  the  
fun  and games e x p e r i e n c e d  by most  boys of  t h a t  e r a :  c l i m b i n g  t r e e s ,
8swimming " nekk id"  in  c r e e k s ,  s h o o t i n g  m a r b l e s ,  p l a y i n g  b a s e b a l l  in  a 
g r a s s y  f i e l d ,  and going t o  t h e  c i r c u s .  Between t h e  a ges  o f  s i x  and 
s ix t een ,  Dabney spent  p a r t  of each summer wi th t h re e  cousins ,  a l l  boys, 
a t  Caryswood, a farm owned by r e l a t i v e s  near Evington,  Vi rg in i a .  Those 
were c a r e f r e e  days,  f i l l e d  with "simple bucol i c  amusements.
At age e l e v e n ,  V i r g i n i u s  accompan i ed  h i s  f a t h e r  on an e x t e nd ed
v i s i t  t o  F r a nc e ,  t a k e n  i n  p a r t  t o  a s s u a g e  t h e  f a t h e r ' s  g r i e f  over  t h e
recant  death of  V i r g i n i u s 1 younger s i s t e r ,  Lucy. During t h e i r  two-month
v i s i t  t h a t  summer of  1912,  they  s t a y e d  in  S e v r e s  a t  t h e  home of  Heath
Dabney's h a l f - b r o t h e r .  Heath Dabney, a t ru e  Francophi le ,  took h i s  son
i n to  nearby P a r i s  a lmost  every day, going "to the Louvre for  count le ss
v i s i t s ,  and t o  every o t he r  impor tant  museum in P a r i s ,  as wel l  as  to  a l l
of  t h e  p r i n c i p a l  s i g h t s . "  The youth  was t h u s  p r o v i d e d ,  a t  a very
i m p r e s s i o n a b l e  age ,  a u n i qu e  o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  w i t n e s s  a n o t h e r  c u l t u r e
f i r s t h a n d  wi th the guidance of  one very knowledgeable about t h a t  cuLture 
11and i t s  people.
V i r g i n i u s  Dabney was e n r o l l e d  a t  E p i s c o p a l  High School  in 
Alexandr ia,  V i rg in i a ,  in September 1914. Tu i t i on  was $400 f or  each of  
t h e  t h r e e  y e a r s  he a t t e n d e d .  His  f a t h e r ' s  modes t  s a l a r y ,  which even 
twenty years  l a t e r  never  exceeded $6,000, meant t h a t  h i s  son's  t u i t i o n  
was a s i z e a b l e  p o r t i o n  of  t h e  f a m i l y  budge t .  For most  o f  h i s  t h r e e  
y e a r s  a t  E p i s c o p a l ,  Dabney r e c e i v e d  an a l l o w a n c e  o f  on l y  t w e n t y - f i v e  
cen t s  a week. Founded in 1839, Episcopal  had become known as a school  
which provided a cha l l eng ing  l evel  of  i n s t r u c t i o n  in bas ic  s u b j e c t s  such 
as  L a t i n ,  m a t h e m a t i c s ,  h i s t o r y ,  and gover nment ,  and s p a r t a n  l i v i n g  
q u a r t e r s  f o r  t he  boys.  Many of  Dabney' s  c l a s s m a t e s  went  on t o  very 
su ccess fu l  ca r ee r s  in medicine,  law, j ourna l i sm,  and r e l i g i o n .  Apropos
9o f  h i s  f u t u r e  c a r e e r ,  Dabney was on t he  s t a f f  o f  E p i s c o p a l ' s  Month Lv
Chronic la  for  a po r t i on  of one year,  but "never was able  to  surv ive  the
compet i t ion  t h e r e a f t e r . "  The i n t e r e s t  and a b i l i t y  he l a t e r  demonstrated
in j ou rn a l i s m was nowhere apparent  a t  t h a t  t i m e J ^
At age s ix t een ,  Dabney re turned  to C h a r l o t t e s v i l l e  and l ived  wi th
h i s  p a r en t s  whi l e  a t t en d i ng  the  Univer s i ty  of Vi rg in ia .  Nei ther  he nor
h i s  p a r e n t s  s e r i o u s l y  c o n s i d e r e d  t h e  c h o i c e  o f  any o t h e r  u n i v e r s i t y .
This  i s  hardly s u r p r i s i n g ,  given the  f ami l y ' s  long a s s o c i a t i o n  wi th the
Unive r s i ty  of  Vi r g in i a ,  though the g r e a t e r  expense of s tudying e l sewhere
may have been a n o t h e r  c o n s i d e r a t i o n . ^  To e a r n  e x t r a  money,  Dabney
c o r r e c t e d  French p a p e r s  and h i s t o r y  p a p e r s ,  and worked each summer.
During the  summer of 1918, he bo l t ed  s t e e l  on naval  sh ips  in  a Newport
News s h i p y a r d .  In 1919 he worked t h i r t e e n - h o u r  days on a house
c o n s t r u c t i o n  crew in Pont iac ,  Michigan."*^
Because he had q u a l i f i e d  f o r  advanced s tanding in those s u b j e c t s  he
had s t ud i ed  a t  Episcopal ,  Dabney was ab le  to take a bache lor ' s  degree in
j u s t  t h r e e  y e a r s .  He was g r a d u a t e d  Phi Beta  Kappa in  1920,  a t  age  19,
and r e m a i ne d  a t  V i r g i n i a  a n o t h e r  y e a r  to  c o m p l e t e  a m a s t e r ' s  d eg r e e .
A l though  he had been a s s i s t a n t  e d i t o r  of  t he  c o l l e g e  a n n u a l  f o r  two
years ,  w r i t i n g  and j ou rn a l i sm had ye t  to  i n t e r e s t  him. Dabney accepted
an o f f e r  from Episcopal  High to  teach French and a lgebra  for  the 1921-22
s c h o o l  y e a r ,  v i ew in g  i t  a s  a chance  t o  g a i n  u s e f u l  e x p e r i e n c e  and an
15oppor tun i ty  to  take  h i s  time in choosing a c a r ee r .
D e s p i t e  h i s  y o u t h ,  Dabney had a r a t h e r  smooth y e a r  as  a n o v ic e  
t eacher .  He found the work enjoyable ,  but  had no d e s i r e  t o  make i t  h i s  
c a r e e r .  Be f o r e  t h e  s c h o o l  y e a r  had ended,  and as  V i r g i n i u s  was
cons ide r ing  var ious  o p t ions  wi thout  much sense of d i r e c t i o n ,  h i s  f a t h e r
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wrote to ask i f  he had ever  considered jo urna l i sm.  The more Vi rg in i us
thought  about  i t ,  the more i n t e r e s t e d  he became. Soon he fol lowed h i s
f a t h e r ' s  s u g g e s t i o n  t o  t a l k  w i t h  John S t e w a r t  Bryan,  p u b l i s h e r  of  t h e
16Richmond News Leader .
Heath Dabney was a good f r i en d  of John Bryan's f a t h e r ,  Joseph. In
f a c t ,  Heath had met Li ly Davis,  h i s  f u t u r e  wife ,  whi le  a t t end ing  a par ty
a t  t h e  Bryan e s t a t e  n e a r  Richmond.  L i l y ' s  f a t h e r  and J oseph  Bryan had
been fe l low Confederate ve te rans  and bes t  f r i e n d s  a t  the Univers i ty  of
V i r g i n i a .  Joseph  Br yan ' s  sons  had t a k e n  c l a s s e s  under  P r o f e s s o r
D a b n e y . ^  The c l o s e  l i n k i n g  of  t h e s e  f a m i l i e s  made i t  n a t u r a l  t h a t
Heath Dabney would see the  Bryan newspaper o f f i c e s  as a good environment
i n t o  which h i s  son could s e t t l e .
In any e v e n t ,  Vi r g i n i u s  t r a v e l e d  t o  Richmond t o  s e e  John S t e w a r t
Bryan in  March 1922.  Bryan o f f e r e d  him a p o s i t i o n  a s  r e p o r t e r ,  a t  $20
per week, beginning Ju ly  1. Dabney accepted,  and embarked on a ca ree r
in j o u r n a l i s m  which would span n e a r l y  f i f t y  y e a r s ,  b r i n g  a P u L i t z e r
p r i z e  and many o t h e r  h o n or s ,  and p l a c e  him in t h e  m i d s t  of  many of  t h e
18most c o n t r o v e r s i a l  i s s u e s  of  h i s  t ime.
* * *
C o n s i d e r i n g  Dabney' s  r i c h  S o u t h e r n  h e r i t a g e ,  i t  i s  somewhat
s u r p r i s i n g  t h a t  he a c q u i r e d  t h e  r o l e  of  l i b e r a l .  The South and t h e
Confederacy were held in high esteem on both s ides  of the family.  While
a s tudent  a t  Episcopal ,  Dabney was among c l a s sma t es  who were near ly a l l
19from t h e  Sout h ,  g i v i n g  t h a t  s c h o o l  t h e  image o f  a "Dixie  E a t o n . ' " 0 As 
f o r  t h e  U n i v e r s i t y  of  V i r g i n i a ,  s cene  of  both  h i s  c h i l d h o o d  and h i s  
h i g h e r  e d u c a t i o n ,  one c o u l d  h a r d l y  f i n d  an i n s t i t u t i o n  more c l o s e l y  
a s so c i a te d  wi th Southern t r a d i t i o n .  Generat ions  of Southern gent lemen
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and Leaders had been t r a i n e d  a t  the Univers i ty  of  Vi rg in ia .
Nor was t h e r e  in  Dabney' s  home e n v i r o n m e n t  much c r i t i c i s m  o f  
Southern customs and mores. His parent s ,  obviously a s t rong inf luence  
in h i s  l i f e ,  were decidedly conserva t ive  on many i ssues .  Heath Dabney 
regarded Wil l iam Jennings  Bryan's " f ree  s i l v e r "  plan as unsound, f i r ml y  
s u p p o r t e d  s t a t e s '  r i g h t s ,  and opposed  t h e  a d m i s s i o n  of  women t o  t h e  
Uni ve r s i t y  of  V i r g i n i a . ^  He a l so opposed black educat ion,  be l i ev i ng  i t  
would only  h e i g h t e n  c o m p e t i t i o n  and c o n f l i c t  between the  races .^ '  On 
t he  b a s i s  of  s t a t e s '  r i g h t s ,  Heath Dabney d i s a g r e e d  s t r o n g l y  w i t h  h i s  
s o n ' s  advocacy  of  a f e d e r a l  a n t i  l y n c h i n g  b i l l  in t h e  1 93 O's. And only  
year s  a f t e r  the f a c t  was the  e lde r  Dabney able  to  approve of  Vi rg in ius '  
1943 campaign  t o  a b o l i s h  s e g r e g a t i o n  on s t r e e t c a r s  and bu s es  in
opVi rgi  n i a .
And ye t  t h e r e  were o ther  f a c t o r s  guiding V i rg i n i us  Dabney toward 
c r i t i c i z i n g  t h e  South .  Heath Dabney was an o u t s p o k e n  opponent  o f  
p r o h i b i t i o n  a t  both the  s t a t e  and f ed era l  leveLs. In fore ign  a f f a i r s  he 
s u p p o r t e d  Woodrow Wi l son  in t h e  cau se  of  e s t a b l i s h i n g  a League of  
Nat ions,  and t r a v e l e d  to  New York and P hi l ade lph i a ,  even before  the  war 
ended, to  speak in suppor t  of  a League wi th powers of  enforcement .  From 
h i s  f a t h e r ,  V i r g i n i u s  a c q u i r e d  no t  so much a c r i t i c a l  eye f o r  t h e  
South' s  inadequacies ,  but  r a t h e r  an ap pr e c i a t i on  of  the need to  make h i s  
views known when the  s i t u a t i o n  demanded i t .  He remembered h i s  f a t h e r  as 
one who "would not  remain s i l e n t  when he f e l t  he might  be deemed, by h i s  
s i l e n c e ,  to  be a c q u i e s c i n g  in  some cause  or  program t h a t  he f e l t  t o  be 
w r o n g . T h i s  o u t s p o k e n n e s s  a l s o  would s e r v e  V i r g i n i u s  weLL in  h i s  
highly v i s i b l e  r o l e  as e d i t o r  of a major Southern newspaper.
During h i s  year  as a t eacher ,  one of Dabney's co l l eagues  int roduced
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him t o  t h e  w r i t i n g s  o f  H. L. Mencken. In t i m e ,  Mencken's  v i e w s  would 
j a r  t h e  t h i n k i n g  of  Dabney,  as  was t r u e  f o r  many S o u t h e r n  j o u r n a l i s t s  
beginning t h e i r  ca r e e r s  in t he  1920 ' s  and 1 93 0 ' s . ^ ^
But l e s t  one th i nk  t ha t  Dabney could have a r r i v e d  a t  l i b e r a l  views 
only  t h ro u gh  t h e  o b v io u s  i n f l u e n c e  o f  s p e c i f i c  i n d i v i d u a l s ,  one must  
remember  t h a t  he was b e g i n n i n g  a c a r e e r  in  j o u r n a l i s m  w i t h  c e r t a i n  
a s s e t s  which would shape h i s  out look as the  years  unfolded.  F i r s t ,  even 
t hough h i s  p a r e n t s  were  n o t  w e a l t h y ,  they  had p r o v i d e d  him a c u l t u r e d  
r ea r i ng  and an a pp r e c i a t i o n  for  the achievements  of  which c i v i l i z a t i o n  
i s  capable.  Second, though he had seen l i t t l e  of  the u g l i e r  s ide 
of S o u t h e r n  s o c i e t y ,  n e i t h e r  had  he b een  c o n d i t i o n e d  t o w a r d  
i n s e n s i t i v i t y .  Dabney had spent  most of  h i s  ea r ly  l i f e  in the  envi rons  
of  "Mr. J e f f e r s o n ' s  Un i ve r s i t y , "  and would o f t e n  look back t o  t h a t  ea r l y  
Vi rg in i an  as an embodiment of  Southern p o t e n t i a l i t i e s .  In h i s  w r i t i n g s  
on race r e l a t i o n s ,  as on o t he r  i ssues ,  Dabney's s t rong sense of Southern 
pr ide  would take the form not  merely of accept ing  the South f or  what i t  
was, but r a t h e r  of  t r u s t i n g  t h a t  i t s  v i r t u e s  would lead t he  South in the  
d i r e c t i o n  of needed reform.
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CHAPTER TWO 
THE REPORTER 
1922-1934
The pace problem did  n o t  e x i s t  f o r  me d u r i n g  my 
c o l l e g e  c a r e e r ,  and I gave i t  no t h o u g h t  w h a t e v e r  . .
. . As f a r  as I was c o n ce r ne d ,  t h e  Negroes  were " in  
t h e i r  p l a c e , "  and t h a t  was t h a t .  I  had on l y  k i n d l y  
f e e l i n g s  toward them, and abhorred the lynchings t h a t  
were s t i l l  occur r ing,  mainly in the  Deep South,  but I 
f e l t  no r i g h t e o u s  i n d i g n a t i o n  o v e r  t h e  o b v i o u s  
d i s c r i m i n a t i o n  a g a i n s t  them in a r e a s  o f  e d u c a t i o n ,  
hea l t h ,  housing and job  o p p o r t u n i t i e s .
This f rank  admission,  conta ined in Dabney's reminiscences ,  Across
t h e  Years  C197 8),  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  h i s  co nc e r n  f o r  t h e  p l i g h t  o f  S o u t he r n
blacks  must have developed l a t e r .  In f a c t ,  h i s  detachment  from the  rea l
world included a reas  o t he r  than race r e l a t i o n s :
My f o u r  y e a r s  a t  t h e  U n i v e r s i t y  o f  V i r g i n i a  . . . had 
been passed in the proverb i a l  ivory tower.  I  had been 
f u l l y  awar e  o f  World War I  . . . bu t  a f t e r  t h e  war 
ended,  e v e n t s  o v e r s e a s  or  in  t h e  c i t y ,  s t a t e  and 
n a t i o n  engaged my a t t e n t i o n  only  a t  r a r e  i n t e r v a l s .
[My] view o f  t h e  wor ld  a round  me was e s s e n t i a l l y  
immature and paroch ia l .  F r a t e r n i t y  ma t t e r s ,  co l l ege  
e l e c t i o n s ,  s p o r t s  events  and [Miss] Douglas Chelf  were 
in  my t h o u g h t s .  I r ead  t h e  s p o r t s  pages  but  not  t h e  
e d i t o r i a l s .
Leaving C h a r l o t t e s v i l l e  in 1921 to t ry  h i s  hand a t  t eaching,  Dabney 
was moving from one f a m i l i a r  environment  to  another .  Had he possessed 
g r e a t e r  i n t e r e s t  in i n s t r u c t i n g  ado lescen t s ,  he might  wel l  have remained 
a t  E p i s c o p a l  High many y e a r s .  I n s t e a d ,  t h o s e  months  b r o u gh t  o u t  in 
Dabney an emerging c u r i o s i t y  in o t he r  d i r e c t i o n s .  Impor tant  works of
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Li t e r a t u r e ,  both c l a s s i c s  and contemporary novels,  f i l l e d  many l e i s u r e  
h our s .  A c o l l e a g u e ,  R i c h a r d  H a r t w e l l  Cocke,  i n t r o d u c e d  Dabney t o  t h e  
w r i t i n g s  of  H. L Mencken, for  Dabney had never heard of Mencken or the 
Smart  S e t . But whi l e  Dabney's i n t e r e s t s  broadened,  h i s  con s i de ra t i on  of  
c a r e e r s  f a i l e d  t o  b r i n g  a s i n g l e  one i n t o  c l e a r  f o c u s .  With more 
r e s i g na t i o n  than a n t i c i p a t i o n ,  he had v i r t u a l l y  decided to  seek a job in 
Richmond's tobacco i nd us t ry  when h i s  f a t h e r  s u g g e s t e d  j o u r n a l i s m  as  a 
possi  b i I i  ty
The cub r e p o r t e r  a r r i v e d  a t  t h e  c i t y  e d i t o r ' s  desk  t h a t  f i r s t  day 
of  Ju ly  wi th high hopes and l i t t l e  reLevant  exper ience.  His educat ion 
was f a r  above a v e r a g e ,  bu t  u n t i  L th en  h i s  w r i t i n g  had been only  in  t h e  
form of  academic exe r c i se s .  Of the p r i n t e r ' s  ink, the r e p o r t e r ' s  notes ,  
and the  e d i t o r ' s  dead l in es ,  he knew nothing.
I f  the c lose  f r i e n d s h i p  between Heath Dabney and John Stewar t  Bryan 
a i d e d  V i r g i n i u s  in  Landing t h i s  j o b ,  i t  i n  no way o b v i a t e d  t h e  need t o  
s t a r t  a t  the bottom and work upward. To him f e l l  the t a s k  of compil ing 
the columns of church n o t i c e s  conta ined in each Saturday e d i t i o n  of  the  
News Leader. Lodge events  and meet ings  received more of h i s  t ime,  for  
they were the sub jec t  of  a da i l y  coLumn and a weekly f e a t u r e  prepared by 
Dabney
But t h e  n o v i c e  r e p o r t e r  was n o t  t o  spend a l l  h i s  t i m e  a t  t h e  desk 
compi l ing such mundane l i s t s  and accounts.  His p r i n c i p a l  assignment  was 
t o  t a k e  t h e  s t r e e t c a r  each day and c r o s s  t h e  James  R i v e r  t o  South 
Richmond t o  g a t h e r  m a t e r i a l  f o r  t h e  p a p e r ' s  "News o f  S o u t h s i d e  and 
C h e s t e r f i e l d . "  Hi s  most  e n l i g h t e n i n g  e x p e r i e n c e  was a t  t h e  p o l i c e  
c o u r t .  At age t w e n t y - o n e ,  Dabney had neve r  b e f o r e  been i n s i d e  a
5
c o u r t r o o m .  In h i s  a t t e n d a n c e  a t  p o l i c e  c o u r t ,  c i t y  h a l l ,  and t h e
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C a p i t o l ,  he became " t r e m e n d o u s l y  e x c i t e d  t o  l e a r n  t h e  most  r o u t i n e  
t h i n g s  about  t h e  way a c i t y  or  a s t a t e  worked."  Many y e a r s  l a t e r ,  
Dabney cons idered t h a t  per iod and wrote,  "I th ink  I  learned more in my 
f i r s t  s i x  months  as  a r e p o r t e r  t ha n  in any o t h e r  s i x  months  of  my 
L i f e . " 6
Dabney was awakening to  more than a Lesson in bas ic  c iv i c s .  Along
w i t h  p a r l i a m e n t a r y  p r o c e d u r e ,  m u n i c i p a l  b u d g e t s ,  and  j u d i c i a l
f o r m a l i t i e s ,  he was g e t t i n g  h i s  f i r s t  c l e a r  Look a t  many f a c t s  he had
not  learned in school .  These were the s o r t  of  th ings  given no space in
news s t o r i e s ,  and c o n s i d e r e d  unwor thy  of  comment by most  S o u t h e r n
e d i t o r s .  Most d i s t u r b i n g  t o  the young r e p o r t e r  was the dual  system of
j u s t i c e  he saw a t  work.
Covering po l i ce  cour t  I  saw the  way they kicked these  
poor  b l a c k s  a r ound ,  . . . y e l l e d  a t  them,  and t r e a t e d  
them as i f  they were j u s t  s econd-c las s  human beings .
. . .  1 became awar e  a t  t h a t  t i m e  of  how meanly they
were t r e a t e d .
Even a f t e r  s e v e r a l  y e a r s  o f  r e p o r t i n g  from Richmond p o l i c e  c o u r t s ,  
Dabney s t i l l  r eac ted  to  the severe sentences  handed to blacks.  In 1926 
he c o v e r e d  t h e  t r i a l  o f  a b l a c k  woman who, c o n v i c t e d  o f  s t e a l i n g  Less 
t han  $200,  was s e n t e n c e d  t o  t h i r t y  y e a r s  in p r i s o n .  Dabney' s  b r i e f  
a c c o u n t  o f  t h e  t r i a l  made t h e  f r o n t  page of  t h e  News L e a d e r . The 
p r e s i d i n g  j u d g e  was  c r i t i c i z e d  i n  many q u a r t e r s  f o r  t h i s  
d i s p r o p o r t i o n a t e  s e n t e n c e .  But Dabney was s t i l l  j u s t  a r e p o r t e r  and
p
could not comment e d i t o r i a l l y .
The p r e v i o u s  y e a r ,  Dabney had been g i v e n  an o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  b r i n g  
h i s  work t o  a d i f f e r e n t  a u d i e n c e .  Ha mi l to n  Owens, e d i t o r  o f  t he  
Ba l t imore  Evening Sun, e n l i s t e d  Dabney and severa l  o ther  cor respondents  
in va r ious  s t a t e s  to  c o n t r i b u t e  a r t i c l e s  to  the e d i t o r i a l  page of  t ha t
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news paper .  In a l l ,  Dabney c o n t r i b u t e d  s e v e r a l  a r t i c l e s  each y e a r  f o r  
s ix  or seven years.  These a r t i c l e s  r epresented  h i s  f i r s t  oppor tuni ty  to 
w r i t e  for  an audience o ther  than Vi rg in i ans ,  and provided him p r a c t i ce  
in exp l a i ni ng  Vi rg in i a ' s  p o l i t i c s  and her  people to  o thers .  One whose 
o p i n i o n  m a t t e r e d  a g r e a t  d e a l ,  H. L. Mencken, e v i d e n t l y  l i k e d  what  he 
r e ad  in Dabnev' s  Evening Sun p i e c e s ,  f o r  he f a v o r a b l y  m e n t i o n ed  t he  
young Richmonder in a book review in the  August 1926 American Mercury. 
That same year ,  Dabney met the  ve te ran  r e po r t e r  and magazine e d i t o r  a t  a 
d i n n e r  g i v en  by James  Branch C a b e l l  in  Richmond,  and found t h e  man as  
i n t e r e s t i n g  as  h i s  w r i t i n g s .  The work of  an e n t i r e  g e n e r a t i o n  of  
j o u r n a l i s t s  was inf luenced by Mencken. In h i s  own case,  Dabney had no 
doubt about  the impact :  "My t h ink ing  was cons iderably inf luenced  by H.
L. Mencken— t o  a g r e a t e r  e x t e n t ,  in f a c t ,  t ha n  by anyone e x c e p t  my 
f a t h e r .
The Mencken in f l uence  can be seen c l e a r l y  in an a r t i c l e ,  w r i t t e n  by 
Dabney, which appeared in the November 1926 i s sue  of  American Mercury. 
Moving q u i c k l y  t h r o u g h  a s e r i e s  of  s u b j e c t s  d e a l i n g  w i t h  t h e  p a s t  and 
p r e s e n t  in V i r g i n i a ,  Dabney found L i t t l e  t o  a d m i r e  in  t h e  c r e d o s  of  
s eve r a l  powerful  groups of  t h a t  day. He decr i ed  the  "wave of Babbi t t ry  
which has engulfed the country" and cheered those Vi rg in i ans  who sought  
t o  s t o p  t h e  r e p l a c e m e n t  of  b r i c k  s i d e w a l k s  w i t h  ones  o f  c o n c r e t e ,  and 
h i s t o r i c a l  bu i ld in gs  wi th skyscrapers .  And ye t  Dabney knew t h a t  tu rn ing  
back the  hands of  t ime was not  d es i r a b l e ,  no m a t t e r  how much i t  might  be 
w i s he d  by t h e  " c u l t u r e d ,  o l d - f a s h i o n e d  V i r g i n i a  gentLeman" who asked  
"only  t o  be l e f t  in  peace  w i t h  h i s  volume of  Tha cke ry ,  h i s  m i n t  j u l e p ,  
and h i s  g l o r i o us  and apocryphal  memories." I f  n e i t h e r  the Rotar i ans  nor 
the  FFV's were equipped to  guide Vi r g in ia  in such changing t imes ,  worse
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y e t  were  t h o s e  who, w i t h  t h e  B i b l e  in  one hand and t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  
C o n s t i t u t i o n  in the  o ther ,  were bent  on pur i f y i ng  the  s t a t e .  S t a t e-wide  
p r o h i b i t i o n  had been achieved in 1916 a f t e r  "the f orces  of r igh teousness  
launched an i n t e n s i v e  campaign a ga in s t  the  powers of  darkness ,"  though a 
move t o  s t o p  t h e  t e a c h i n g  o f  e v o l u t i o n  had f a i l e d  in t h e  V i r g i n i a  
l e g i s l a t i v e  s e s s i o n  o f  1926.  Some of  Dabney' s  s h a r p e s t  b a r b s  were  
reserved for  s evera l  u l t r a - p a t r i o t i c  groups he labeled "100% Americans," 
who had r ecen t ly  t r i e d  wi thout  success  to s top the  e r e c t i o n  in Richmond 
of  a s t a t u e  of  Columbus, on the grounds t h a t  he was both a Ca tho l i c  and 
a f o r e i g n e r . ^
Yet Dabney found a c e r t a i n  amount to p r a i s e  in the  c ur ren t  s t a t e  of
Vi rg in i a .  Governor Harry F. Byrd, r e j e c t i n g  the shal low enthusiasm of
boos te r s ,  was forging the  s t r o ng es t  reform program Vi rg in i an s  had seen
for  many years.  The Uni ver s i ty  of  Vi rg i n i a ,  the Col lege of  Wil l iam and
Mary,  and RandoIph-Macon CoLlege were  p r o v i d i n g  e x c e l l e n t  h i g h e r
e d u c a t i o n  f o r  t h e  s t a t e ' s  c i t i z e n s ,  i f  on l y  more money cou l d  be
a p p r o p r i a t e d  by t h e  l e g i s l a t u r e .  Even i n  t h e s e  e x c i t i n g  y e a r s  as  an
i r r e v e r e n t  young j o u r n a l i s t ,  Dabney p o i n t e d  w i t h  p r i d e  t o  t h e  " a u g us t
ce L e b r i t i e s "  in V i r g i n i a ' s  pas t ,  i n d i v i d u a l s  l i ke  Thomas J e f f e r s o n ,  John
11Marshal l ,  and John Randolph.
S t i l l ,  the  Mencken i nf luence  was unmistakable .  I t  was evident  in 
the a s ce r b i c  c r i t i c i s m  of powerful  groups and accepted b e l i e f s .  I t  was 
t h e r e  e v e n  i n  t h e  v o c a b u l a r y :  t h e  " e v a n g e l i c a l  s o r c e r e r s , "
"doli  chocephal i  cs , "  and " P e c k s n i f f s . " ^  T h i s  w i l l i n g n e s s  t o  q u e s t i o n  
t h e  s t a t u s  quo had,  by 1926,  l e f t  a c l e a r  s tamp of  i c o n o c l a s m  on 
Dabney's thinking.  Within a few years ,  Dabney would e d i t o r i a l l y  applaud 
many of Mencken's j a b s ,  dec l ar i ng  t h a t  "the i nf luence  of t h i s  f e a r l e s s
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foe of sham and buncombe has on the whole been a d i s t i n c t l y  s a lu t a r y  one
in American l i f e ,  and p a r t i c u l a r l y  in t he  S o u t h . " ^
One of  V i r g in ius  Dabney’s e a r l i e s t  c lose  looks a t  a r a c i a l  ma t t e r
a p p e a r e d  in  t h e  B a l t i m o r e  Eveni no Sun on March 1 ,  1928.  In " V i r g i n i a
and R a c i a l  I n t e g r i t y , "  Dabney r e c o u n t e d  t h e  e f f o r t s  of  t h e  V i r g i n i a
Ge ne r a l  Assembly t o  amend a law,  p a s s e d  i n  1924,  which had p r o h i b i t e d
i n t e r r a c i a l  m a r r i a g e s .  A f t e r  f a i l i n g  t w i c e  in  f o u r  y e a r s  t o  d e f i n e
" c o l o r e d "  and " I n d i a n "  more p r e c i s e l y ,  t h e  L e g i s l a t u r e  had s u cc ee de d
only  in  a n g e r i n g  many e t h i c  g r oups  and e l i c i t i n g  c h a r g e s  t h a t  a g r e a t
deal  of  r a c i a l  mixing had a l ready occurred in  the  t h re e  c e n t u r i e s  t h a t
14whi tes ,  Indians ,  and b lacks  had coex i s ted  in the Old Dominion.
This  signed a r t i c l e  was in many ways t y p i c a l  of  Dabney's w r i t i n g s  on
r a c e  r e l a t i o n s  in t h e  y e a r s  b e f o r e  he became an e d i t o r .  F i r s t ,  t h e
p i e c e  i s  more an a r t i c l e  t h a n  an e d i t o r i a l .  Dabney d id  n o t  y e t  have a
r o s t r u m  from which t o  s p eak  o u t  s t r o n g l y  in  t h e  form of  e d i t o r i a l
o p i n i o n .  Second,  Dabney d i s p l a y s  an o bv i o u s  i n t e r e s t  in  p o l i t i c a l
debate,  recogniz ing t h a t  the V i r g i n i a  L e g i s l a t u r e  was an impor tant  forum
in which m a t t e r s  o f  r ace  would c o n t i n u e  t o  be d e c i d e d .  T h i r d ,  Dabney
u t i L i z e s  q u o t a t i o n s  t o  convey t h e  e m o t i o n a l i s m  which makes t h e
r e s o l u t i o n  o f  r a c i a l  p r o b l e m s  very  d i f f i c u l t .  One I n d i a n  c h i e f
t e s t i f i e d ,  "I w i l l  t i e  a s t o n e  a round  my neck and jump in t h e  James
River  r a t h e r  than be c l a s sed  as a Negro." And t he  o r i g i n a l  proponent  of
t h e  1924 law f o r b i d d i n g  i n t e r r a c i a l  m a r r i a g e s  t oo k  umbrage a t  one
a s s e r t i o n  in p a r t i c u l a r .  He d e c l a r e d  h i m s e l f  " i n d i g n a n t  t h a t  a
V i r g i n i a n  s h o u l d  c h a r g e  t h a t  many of  our  w h i t e  p e o p l e  have a t r a c e  o f
Negro b l o o d , "  and c o n s i d e r e d  such a comment "an a s p e r s i o n  of  a
15Northerner ,  not  a Vi rginian. "
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In fewer  than s ix  years  as a r e po r t e r  a t  the  News Leader . Vi rg in ius  
Dabney had m a s t e r e d  t h e  b a s i c s  and was ready  f o r  g r e a t e r  t a s k s .  C i t y  
haLL, the  cour t s ,  and the  L e g i s l a t u re  had become f a m i l i a r  ground. The 
h a r s h  r e a l i t i e s  of  tough p o l i t i c s  and an even t o u g h e r  d ua l  sys t em of  
j u s t i c e  now i n f o r m e d  Dabney' s  o u t l o o k .  E qu a l l y  i m p o r t a n t ,  he had 
Learned to  w r i t e  e f f e c t i v e l y ,  presen t ing  the background f a c t s ,  s e l e c t i n g  
t h e  t e l l i n g  q u o t a t i o n s ,  and convey i ng  t h e  i m p o r t a n c e  of  t h e  i s s u e ,  in 
order  t o  inform and hold the a t t e n t i o n  of h i s  r eaders .
In June  1928,  Dabney j o i n e d  t h e  s t a f f  o f  t h e  Richmond T i mes-  
Di s p a t c h . a morn ing  p a pe r  and c h i e f  r i v a l  o f  t h e  News Le a de r . In 
a dd i t i on  to h i s  a r t i c l e  in the  American Mercury and the  columns in the  
B a l t i m o r e  Evening Sun. Dabney had p u b l i s h e d  a r t i c l e s  on a v a r i e t y  o f  
t o p i c s  in The Nat ion. S c r i b n e r ' s , and P la in  Talk. Thus, h i s  r ep u t a t io n  
as  a t a l e n t e d  young j o u r n a L i s t  was growing,  and had brought  the o f f e r  of 
b e t t e r  pay and more i n t e r e s t i n g  work i f  he moved t o  t h e  Ti mes-
a a
Pi s p a t c h .
Dabney began h i s  f o r t y - y e a r  a s s o c i a t i o n  wi th the  Times-Dispatch as 
c h i e f  p o l i t i c a l  r e p o r t e r ,  and c o n t r i b u t o r  o f  a s i g n e d  a r t i c l e  f o r  t he  
e d i t o r i a l  page each S u n d a y . T h e  L a t t e r  assignment  a f forded  him the 
f i r s t  o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  use  e d i t o r i a l  s p a c e  week a f t e r  week t o  e x p l o r e  
i s s ue s  of  h i s  choosing.  For more than s ix  years ,  from June 1928 through 
September 1934, Dabney would use t h a t  space to  d i scuss  s t a t e  government,  
p r o h i b i t i o n ,  t h e  p r e s s ,  a n t i - e v o L u t i o n i s m , h i g h e r  e d u c a t i o n  and 
r e s e a r c h ,  C o n g r e s s i o n a l  r e a p p o r t i o n m e n t ,  t h e  l a b o r  movement  in  t h e  
South, e l e c t i o n  campaigns,  Vi r g in i a  h i s t o r y ,  and many o t he r  topics .  A 
s i g n i f i c a n t  number of those  signed a r t i c l e s  d e a l t  wi th m a t t e r s  of  race,  
p a r t i c u l a r l y  on f o u r  subj  e c t s :  " b a r b e r  b i l l s , "  Negro v o t e r s ,  t h e  New
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Deal,  and Southern j u s t i c e  for  b lacks .
* * *
In March 1930 Dabney used one of  h i s  Sunday columns to  review the
a c h i e v e m e n t s  o f  t h e  V i r g i n i a  Assembly in i t s  most  r e c e n t  s e s s i o n .  He
p r a i sed  the Senate f or  de f ea t ing  a b i l l  c a l l i n g  f or  c l o s e r  r e g u l a t i o n  of
b a r b e r s  i n  t h e  s t a t e .  C i t i n g  t h e  p r i v a t e  a d m i s s i o n s  of  one of  t h e
b i l l ' s  sponsors ,  Dabney declared:
Vi r g i n i a  has good cause to  be thankful  over the  de fea t  
of  the i n i q u i t o u s  barber  b i l l ,  o s t e n s i b l y  i n t r o d u c e d  
as a " h e a l t h  m e a s u r e , "  but  a c t u a l l y  d e s i g n e d  t o
e l i m i n a t e  t h e  c o l o r e d  b a r b e r s  from t h e  b u s i n e s s  and
put p r i c e s  up t o  double what they are  now.
He concluded wi th a c a l l  for  " a l l  f r i e n d s  of the colored race [ to]  r a l l y
t o  t h e  d e f e a t  of  t h i s  L e g i s l a t i o n  in  V i r g i n i a  and t h r o u g h o u t  t h e
South.
Four months Later Dabney brought  an expanded d i scu ss io n  of  the  same
t o p i c  to  a much wider  audience.  DeaLing ex c l us ive ly  wi th the i s sue  of
"Negro Barbers in the  South," Dabney wrote in The Nation t h a t  t wen t y - s i x
s t a t e s ,  four  of  them former  Confederate s t a t e s ,  had passed barber  b i l l s .
S t r e s s i n g  t h e  p o w e r f u l  e x c l u s i o n a r y  r o l e  o f  e xa mi n in g  b o a r d s ,  Dabney
descr ibed  the barber  p r ofes s i on  as an example of  a na t i ona l  t r end  away
from open compet i t ion.  In the  South,  barber  b i l l s  were doubly un jus t ,
f o r  t h e  m o n o p o l i s t i c  c l i m a t e  was t o  be c r e a t e d  s p e c i f i c a l l y  t h ro u g h
Negroes "being dr iven  from one of  the  few remaining t r a d e s  in which they
19a r e  ab l e  to compete on anything l ike  even t e rms  wi th the  whi tes."
Quot i ng  from a t r a d e  p u b l i c a t i o n  of  t h e  b a r b e r i n g  p r o f e s s i o n ,  
Dabney gave examples of  q ue s t i ons  al ready in use by some s t a t e  examining 
b o a r d s :  "Where i s  t h e  a r r e c t o r  p i l i  mu sc l e  l o c a t e d  and what  i s  i t s
f u n c t i o n ? "  " De s c r i b e  t h e  f u n c t i o n  and l o c a t i o n  of  t h e  s e b a c e o u s
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g l a n d s . "  To Dabney,  such highLy t e c h n i c a l  q u e s t i o n s  were  h a r d l y
d e s i g n e d  t o  " e l e v a t e  t he  p r o f e s s i o n "  or  " p r o t e c t  t h e  p u b l i c , "  a s  i t s
proponents  claimed.
Aside from the  a s i n i n i t y  of  r equ i r ing  a h a i r - t r i m m e r  
t o  be a b l e  t o  l o c a t e  t h e  a r r e c t o r  pi  Li m us c l e  and 
d e s c r i b e  i t s  f u n c t i o n s ,  i m a g i n e  t h e  g l o r i o u s  
o p p o r t u n i t y  which such q u e s t i o n s  a f f o r d  a boa r d  of  
whi te  barbers  who wish to  e l i m i n a t e  t roublesome Negro 
compet i t ion!  I s  a c e r t a i n  Negro shop taking too much 
b u s i n e s s  from i t s  w h i t e  r i v a l s ?  Then a q u e s t i o n  or  
two t o  t he  o p e r a t o r  c o n c e r n i n g  s e b ac eo us  g l a n d s  and 
the  problem i s  quickly solved.  “
On two l a t e r  occas ions ,  when sponsors  re in t roduced barber  l i cens i ng  
l e g i s l a t i o n  a t  t h e  1932 and t h e  1934 Assembly s e s s i o n s ,  Dabney a g a i n  
d e vo t ed  h i s  Sunday column t o  e x p o s i n g  t h e  r e a l  i n t e n t  of  t h i s  
" thoroughLy p e r n i c i o u s  me as u re . "  He found t h e  1934 bi  11 p a r t i c u l a r l y  
o b j e c t i o n a b l e ,  f o r  i t  a t t e m p t e d  t o  e s t a b l i s h  a l i c e n s i n g  bo ar d  which 
would admit  to  the  p r ofes s i on  only persons  "of good moral  c h a r ac t e r  and 
t e m p e r a t e  h a b i t s , "  a power  which Dabney saw as  o f f e r i n g  " u n l i m i t e d  
p o s s i b i l i t i e s  fo r  d i s c r i m i n a t i o n . " ^
In  h i s  a s s e s s m e n t  o f  b a r b e r  b i l l s ,  Dabney d e m o n s t r a t e d  a c l e a r
avers ion to  d i s c r i m i n a t i o n  and sham. Negro ba rbe rs  were "hard-working,
i n d u s t r i o u s ,  r e s p e c t a b l e "  c i t i z e n s  who d e s e r v e d  t h e  same economic
o p p o r t u n i t i e s  as  w h i t e  b a r b e r s . ^  Any p o l i t i c a l  e f f o r t  t o  c l o a k
economic  o r  r a c i a l  d i s c r i m i n a t i o n  i n  t h e  garb  o f  p u b l i c  m in de dne ss
should be exposed f o r  what i t  was.
* * #
As c h i e f  p o l i t i c a l  r e p o r t e r  fo r  the  Times-Dispatch. i t  was n a t u ra l  
t h a t  Dabney should explore  the oppor tuni ty  for  blacks  to  vote.  A r t i c l e s  
devoted to  t h i s  s u b j e c t  examined vot ing among b lacks  in V i r g in ia  and in 
t h e  South as  a whole .  In c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  f a s h i o n ,  Dabney r ev i e we d
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p e r t i n e n t  h i s t o r i c e l  background as w e l l  as  c o n t e m p or a r y  d e v e l o p m e n t s .  
He o f f e r e d  h i s  own a n a l y s i s  of  p o l i t i c a l  c o n f l i c t s  and o f  t h e  c h a n c e s  
f or  expanded black p a r t i c i p a t i o n  in e l e c t i o n s .
In Augus t  1931,  more t h an  a y e a r  a f t e r  a U ni t ed  S t a t e s  C i r c u i t
C ou r t  had s t r u c k  down t h e  r u l e  o f  V i r g i n i a ' s  De mo c r a t i c  P a r t y  b a r r i n g
b l a c k s  from v o t i n g  in  p r i m a r i e s ,  Dabney s t u d i e d  t h e  i m pa c t  o f  t h a t
j u d i c i a l  deci s ion.  In two p r i ma r i e s  held a f t e r  the cour t  r u l in g ,  very
few black V i r g in i an s  had ex er c i sed  t h e i r  new r i g h t  to  vote in Democrat ic
p r i m a r i e s ,  a phenomenon Dabney p r oc ee de d  t o  e x p l a i n .  F i r s t ,  t h e
m a j o r i t y  o f  b l a c k s  h i s t o r i c a l l y  had v o t e d  R e p u b l i c a n ,  and t h u s  would
have  n e i t h e r  t h e  r i g h t  nor  t he  d e s i r e  t o  c a s t  b a l l o t s  i n  a D e m o c r a t i c
pr imary.  Second, any black des i rous  of vot ing in a Democrat ic pr imary
would be " p e r h a p s  j u s t i f i e d  in  t h e  s u s p i c i o n  t h a t  an a t t e m p t  t o
ci rcumvent  the [new] law w i l l  be made by some whi te  e l e c t i o n  o f f i c i a l s ,
24even in cases  where the  Negroes have r eg i s t e re d . "
D e s p i t e  s u c h  h u r d l e s  t o  b l a c k  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  in  D e m o c r a t i c  
p r i m a r i e s ,  Dabney p o i n t e d  t o  a v iew i n c r e a s i n g l y  p o p u l a r  among b l a c k  
Leaders  in  t h e  South ,  t h a t  b l i n d l y  v o t i n g  t h e  R e p u b l i c a n  t i c k e t  y e a r  
a f t e r  y e a r  wouLd p r e v e n t  b l a c k  v o t e r s  from g a i n i n g  any p o l i t i c a l  
Leverage .  By d i s r e g a r d i n g  p a r t y  LabeLs and v o t i n g  f o r  t h e  c a n d i d a t e  
mos t  r e s p o n s i v e  t o  t h e i r  c o n c e r n s ,  b l a c k s  co u ld  h o l d  t h e  b a l a n c e  o f  
power  in  many S o u t h e r n  c i t i e s ,  s o m e t h i n g  a l r e a d y  seen  in  Memphis,  
N a s h v i l l e ,  and  C h a t t a n o o g a .  And y e t  Dabney saw t h e  p o l i t i c a l  
developments  in t hese  Tennessee c i t i e s  as f a r  from progres s ive ,  for  a l l  
t h r e e  c i t i e s  w e r e  c o n t r o l l e d  by p o l i t i c a l  b o s s e s .  In  s u c h  
c i rcumstances ,  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  by large numbers of blacks  did not  br ing 
g r e a t e r  democracy i f  t h e i r  v o t e s  were  p u r c h a s e d  by t h e  p o l i t i c a l
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machine .  Dabney t ook t i m e  t o  expand on t h i s  p o i n t ,  and in  t h e  p r o c e s s
o f fe r ed  a summary of h i s  views on vot ing  among blacks  and whi tes .
While t h e r e  i s  no i m p l i c a t i o n  here t h a t  Negro vo t er s  
are  the only venal  vo t er s ,  cognizance should be taken 
of  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e  b l a c k  r a c e ,  which i s  only  two 
genera t ions  removed from s lave ry ,  could not poss ibly 
have a r r i v e d  in so b r i e f  a per iod  a t  the  same s t a t e  of 
c i v i l i z a t i o n  as the whi te race,  wi th i t s  thousands of 
years  of h i s t o r y .
Al though u s u a l l y  a c a r e f u l  h i s t o r i a n ,  Dabney had i n  t h i s  i n s t a n c e  
o v e r l o o k e d  t h e  very  o l d  c i v i l i z a t i o n s  of  b l a c k  A f r i c a .  On t h e  o t h e r  
hand,  he may have c o n s i d e r e d  1865 t h e  b e g i n n i n g  of  a c u l t u r a l  
r e c o n s t r uc t i o n  by blacks .  To say the  l e a s t ,  Dabney c r e d i t e d  the whi te  
r ace  w i t h  i n v e n t i n g  d e m o c r a t i c  i n s t i t u t i o n s  long b e f o r e  t h e i r  a c t u a l  
advent .
In the  same a r t i c l e ,  Dabney went on to  show t h a t  h i s  r e se r v a t i o n s
about b lack vo t e r s  did not n e c e s s a r i l y  lead t o  the conclusion t h a t  the
darker  race had been given too much aLready.
The Negro has . . . made remarkable progress  s ince  the
Ci vi l  War, and the  l eader s  of  the  dominant race should 
c o - o p e r a t e  w i t h  him in  h i s  e f f o r t s  t o  improve  h i s  
p o l i t i c a l ,  e d u c a t i o n a l  and f i n a n c i a l  s t a t u s  . . . .
I t  would be to the d i s t i n c t  d i sadvantage of  the whi tes  
to  be c o n t in u a l l y  burdened by the  presence of  m i l l i o n s  
of backward,  i l l i t e r a t e ,  p o v e r t y - s t r i c k e n  Negroes,  and 
i t  i s  t h e r e f o r e  to  t h e i r  own i n t e r e s t  t o  a i d  t h e  
weaker race in i t s  upward progress .  Besides  i t  i s  the 
only d e c e n t  t h i n g  f o r  t h e  w h i t e s  t o  do. Negroes  
a re  human being^.  and they are  e n t i t l e d  t o  be t r e a t e d  
as human be ings .  °
Thus,  w h i l e  Dabney q u e s t i o n e d  w h e t h e r  most  b l a c k s  u n d e r s t o o d  t h e  
i m p o r t a n c e  of  t h e  s e c r e t  b a l l o t ,  he had no doubt  t h a t  w h i t e s  s h o u l d  
a s s i s t  i n  t h e  advancement  of  t h e  Negro r a ce .  Whether  out  o f  s e l f -  
i n t e r e s t  or from a sense of decency, the s t r onger  could help the  weaker
race in ways which would b e n e f i t  both groups.
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The fo l lowing  spr ing ,  Vi rg in i us  Dabney once again looked a t  "Negro 
Voters  Below the Potomac," on the  occasion of the  second r u l ing  by the 
U n i t e d  S t a t e s  Supreme Cour t  a g a i n s t  w h i t e  p r i m a r i e s  in Texas.  In 
t r a c i n g  t h e  h i s t o r i c a l  p ha s e s  o f  Negro s u f f r a g e  in  t h e  South ,  Dabney 
defended the whi te  South a ga in s t  the i n j u s t i c e s  p er pe t r a t ed  by Radical  
Repub Ii  cans.
The f r e e d me n ,  who were  a l m o s t  who l l y  i g n o r a n t  and 
i l l i t e r a t e  . . . wer e  h a r d l y  r eady  f o r  t h e  b a l l o t  on a 
Limited s ca l e ,  and i t  was given them on an u n l imi ted  
s ca l e .  Condi t ions  na tura lLy  became i n t o l e r a b l e ,  and 
t h e  d i s f r a n c h i s e d  w h i t e s  found i t  n e c e s s a r y  t o  t a k e  
m a t t e r s  i n t o  t h e i r  own hands  t o  p r e s e r v e  t h e i r  
c i v i l i z a t i o n .  Such o r g a n i z a t i o n s  as the  o r i g i n a l  Ku 
Klux Klan came i n t o  b e in g ,  and w h i l e  o u t r a g e s  were  
p e r p e t r a t e d  by both  r a c e s  d u r i n g  t h e  p e r i o d ,  one may 
e xc us e  much t h a t  t h e  w h i t e s  d i d  on t h e  t h e o r y  t h a t  
c i r cumstances  made such th ings  necessary.
A f t e r  r e c o n s t r u c t i o n  came t w e n t y  y e a r s  of  " c h i c a n e r y  and . . . 
w h o l e s a l e  v i o l a t i o n  of  t h e  e l e c t i o n  laws  by t h e  b e s t  c i t i z e n s  o f  t h e  
Sou t h . "  Then,  a b o u t  1890,  S o u t h e r n  l e g i s l a t u r e s  began d i s f r a n c h i s i n g  
Negroes by s t a t u t e ,  on the p r e t e x t  t h a t  blacks  were r e spons ib le  f or  the  
c o r r u p t i o n  o f  S o u t h e r n  p o l i t i c s .  C on c l ud i ng  h i s  h i s t o r i c a l  ov er v i ew 
w i t h  t h e  r e - e n t r y  o f  b l a c k s  i n t o  t h e  p o l l i n g  p l a c e ,  Dabney v o i c e d  h i s  
c o n ce r n  over  t h e  w i l l i n g n e s s  o f  many Negroes  t o  s e l l  t h e i r  v o t e s  t o  
whomever  would pay t h e i r  p o l l  t a x e s .  But he drew a r a t h e r  s u r p r i s i n g  
c on c l us io n :
Venal  and i g n o r a n t  Negroes  a r e  j u s t  a s  u n d e s i r a b l e  
w i e l d e r s  o f  t h e  f r a n c h i s e  as  v e n a l  and i g n o r a n t  
w h i t e s .  The i m p o r t a n t  t h i n g  f o r  t h e  South i s  t o  
d i s f r a n c h i s e  the i LL i t e r a t e  and purchasable  element  of  
t h e  p o p u l a t i o n  w h e r e v e r  i t  may be. I f  t ha±  i s  done,  
the race ques t i on  w i l l  t ake  care  of i t s e l f .
More t h a n  h i s  e a r l i e r  w r i t i n g s ,  t h i s  a r t i c l e  showed t h e  b l en d  o f  
l i b e r a l  and c o n s e r v a t i v e  i d e a s  which came t o  c h a r a c t e r i z e  much of
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Dabney's work. His d e s c r i p t i o n  of the  "nightmare of r econs t r uc t ion"  was
a c l a s s i c  Southern account  of  the post-belLum era.  On the o ther  hand,
i n s t e a d  o f  d e f e n d i n g  a l l  t h i n g s  S o u t h e r n ,  he had c a l l e d  f o r  r e form of
29the s o r t  which i s  not  based so le l y  on co ns id e ra t io ns  of  race.
Nine months Later,  in February 1933, the Times-Dispatch p r in t ed  a 
t h i r d  a r t i c l e  d e a l i n g  w i t h  b l a c k  s u f f r a g e  in  t h e  South .  T h i s  was 
Dabney' s  f i r s t  l en g t h y  d i s c u s s i o n  of  t h e  p o l l  t a x ,  s p e c i f i c a l l y  as i t  
e x i s t e d  in Vi rg in ia .  Once again,  h i s  a na l y s i s  was preceded by a c l e a r  
and in fo rma t iv e  p r e s e n t a t i o n  of h i s t o r i c a l  background, t h i s  t ime taken 
from a r e c en t ly -p ub l i s h ed  book by Profes sor  T. R. Snavely.  Dabney drew 
key f a c t s  from the  h i s t o r i a n ' s  book in an e f f o r t  to  i d e n t i f y  t rends  and 
t u r n i n g  p o i n t s  in  t h e  d ev e l o pme n t  o f  the  p o l l  t a x  in  V i r g i n i a .  For  
exampl e ,  t h e  e x i s t e n c e  o f  a c a p i t a t i o n  t a x  on V i r g i n i a ' s  a d u l t  ma l es  
dated back over t h re e  hundred years .  During many per iods  i t  was Levied 
on whi t es  as wel l  as blacks .  In 1870 came the  f i r s t  earmarking of  such 
f u n d s  f o r  e d u c a t i o n ,  and s i x  y e a r s  l a t e r  t h e  f i r s t  use  o f  t he  t a x  a s  a 
p r e r e q u i s i t e  to vot ing.  From t h a t  po in t  onward, the  del inquency of poLl 
t a x  payments  by b l a c k s  grew s t e a d i l y ,  a t r e n d  a c c e l e r a t e d  a f t e r  t he  
s t a t u t o r y  d i s f r a n c h i  semen t  of  b l a c k s  in  t h e V i r g i n i a  C o n s t i t u t i o n  of  
1902 . 30
To Dabney, the  only j u s t i f i c a t i o n  for  a poLL tax was i t s  usefu lness  
in genera t ing  school  funds.  Aside from t h a t  s ing l e  b e n e f i t ,  a po l l  tax 
impeded t h e  d e ve lo pm e nt  o f  a more d e m o c r a t i c  p o l i t i c a l  sys tem in 
Vi r g in i a .  In many a reas  of the Commonwealth, the payment of  po l l  t axes  
in  Large b l o c k s  by l e a d e r s  o f  both p a r t i e s  d e m o n s t r a t e d  t h a t  t h e  p o l l  
t ax would not  prevent  the Lower c l a s s  from e n t e r i ng  the po l l i ng  place.  
They would s i m pl y  e n t e r  w i t h  a p u r c h a s e d  v o t e .  Dabney found t h e
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Democrat ic Pa r ty ' s  suppor t  of the po l l  t ax e s pe c i a l l y  c on t ra d i c t o ry :
I t  s e e m s  r a t h e r  a n o m a l o u s  f o r  a l e a d e r  i n  t h e  
Democrat ic par ty,  the par ty of  the "people" as opposed 
t o  t h e  p a r t y  of  " p r i v i l e g e , "  t o  con ten d  t h a t  t h e  
d i s f r a n c h i s e m e n t  o f  l a r g e  p o p u l a t i o n  g r o u p s  on 
monetary grounds he lps  t o  guarantee  the  i n t e l l i g e n c e  
of  the e l e c t o r a t e .
Dabney m a i n t a i n e d  t h a t  one had on l y  t o  look a t  North C a r o l i n a  to  
see t h e  b e n e f i t s  o f  aban don in g  t h e  p o l l  t a x .  In  t he  p r e s i d e n t i a l  
e l e c t i o n  of 1932, approximately 45 percent  of a d u l t s  in North Carol ina 
had voted,  near ly  double the propor t ion  of  V i rg in i ans  ca s t i ng  b a l l o t s  in 
t h e  same e l e c t i o n .  Dabney was c e r t a i n  t h e  p o l l  t a x  had " d r a s t i c a l l y  
r e d u c e d "  t he  number  o f  v o t e r s ,  both  b l a c k  and w h i t e ,  in  V i r g i n i a .  
Unconvinced t h a t  a p o l l  t ax  was capable  of s epara t ing  the  wheat from the  
c h a f f ,  Dabney had moved t o  a p o s i t i o n  of  b e l i e v i n g  t h a t  an expanded
e l e c t o r a t e  would improve the  hea l th  of democracy in V i r g i n i a . ^
* * *
V i rg i n i us  Dabney's signed a r t i c l e s  appeared on the  e d i t o r i a l  page 
of  t h e  Sunday T i mes-Di  s o a t c h  f o r  n e a r l y  s i x  y e a r s .  The l a s t  e i g h t e e n  
months of  t h a t  per iod co inc ided  wi th the  b i r t h  and heyday of Roosevel t ' s  
New Deal .  Dabney was an a r d e n t  s u p p o r t e r  of  most  New Deal  p rog rams ,  
e s p e c i a l l y  in t h e i r  e a r l y  y e a r s .  The D e p r e s s i o n  was p a r t i c u l a r l y  
d e v a s t a t i n g  in  many p a r t s  of  t h e  South .  T h e r e f o r e ,  Dabney,  Like many 
S o u t h e r n e r s ,  welcomed t h e  i n n o v a t i v e  p o l i c i e s  o f  R o o s e v e l t .  Given a 
f a i r  chance,  thought  Dabney, the  New Deal could br ing Life once more to  
the  reg ional  and na t i o na l  economies.  S t i l l ,  any l e g i s l a t i o n  was bound 
t o  have  f l a w s ,  w h e t h e r  i n  i t s  d e s i g n  o r  i t s  i m p l e m e n t a t i o n .  One such 
area  to  which Dabney drew a t t e n t i o n  involved t he  impact  of  the  New Deal 
on b lacks .
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On S e p t em b er  3 f 1933,  only  e l e v e n  weeks a f t e r  p as s a g e  of  t h e
N a t i o n a l  I n d u s t r i a l  Recovery Act ,  Dabney e x p r e s s e d  co nc e r n  o ve r  t h e
e f f e c t s  of  the  NRA on b lack workers:
The q ues t i on  of  j u s t  what i s  to  become of the  Negroes 
under the NRA program i s  one which should give concern 
t o  a l l  t h o u g h t f u l  S o u t h e r n e r s .  Al ready  t h e r e  a r e  
d i s q u i e t i n g  r e p o r t s  f rom v a r i o u s  d i r e c t i o n s  t o  t h e  
e f f e c t  t h a t  t hey  a r e  be i ng  d i s c r i m i n a t e d  a g a i n s t  by 
employers and are being di sp laced  by whi te  workers.
W r i t t e n  t o  i n c l u d e  wage s c a l e  i n c r e a s e s  and a r e d u c t i o n  i n  each 
worker ' s  hours,  the NRA codes had been aimed a t  expanding the work f orce  
and r a i s i n g  personal  income even before  product ion could be r e s t o r e d  t o  
pre-Depress ion l eve l s .  One e f f e c t  of  these  changes was t h a t  many j ob s ,  
former ly accep tab le  only to blacks ,  became more a t t r a c t i v e  to  unemployed 
whi tes .  This  change in a t t i t u d e s  among unemployed whi tes ,  along wi th 
the  view of many employers t h a t  blacks  n e i t h e r  deserved nor needed wage 
i n cr eases ,  was leading t o  the replacement  of b lack wi th  whi te  workers  in 
many areas .  This,  s a id  Dabney, was co n t r a d i c t o r y  to the  i n t e n t  of the  
legi  s l a t i o n :
C e r t a i n l y  P r e s i d e n t  R o o s e v e l t  does  no t  c o n t e m p l a t e  
t h a t  t h e  b e n e f i t s  o f  NRA a r e  t o  be e x t e n d e d  t o  one 
r ace  on l y .  I f  t h e  c o u n t r y ' s  10 , 000,000 Negroes  a r e  
l e f t  o u t  o f  t h e  r e c o v e r y  program t h e  r e t u r n  t o  
p r o s p e r i t y  w i l l  be s e r i o u s l y  r e t a r d e d  and a g r a v e  
i n j u s t i c e  w i l l  be worked as  wel l .
Al though  Dabney had h e a r d  " d i s q u i e t i n g  r e p o r t s  from v a r i o u s
d i r e c t i o n s "  as t o  the d i scha rging  of  black workers ,  he mainta ined t h a t
Richmond had been t h e  s cene  of  " c o m p a r a t i v e l y  l i t t l e  a g i t a t i o n  of  t h e
i n t e r - r a c i a l  p r o b l e m s  t o  which NRA has  g iv en  r i s e . "  He s a i d  w i t h
c o n f i d e n c e  t h a t  t h i s  " i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  t h e r e  has  been a minimum of
35i n j u s t i c e  in the C i t y . "
A b r i e f  look a t  Dabney' s  s o u r c e s  f o r  t h i s  a r t i c l e  shows two
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impor tant  poin t s .  F i r s t ,  he was reading many newspapers on a f requent
b a s i s ,  u s i n g  t h e i r  e d i t o r i a l s  t o  r e f i n e  h i s  own v i e w p o i n t s .  For  t h i s
one a r t i c l e ,  Dabney drew q u o t a t i o n s  from two N o r f o l k  p a p e r s ,  a b l a c k
Richmond pape r ,  and t he  New York Ti mes. Second,  Dabney' s  s o u r c e s  f o r
t h i s  column i n d i c a t e  h i s  c l e a r  l i b e r a l  t endencies  in t h i s  per iod.  From
t h e  Richmond P l a n e t  he drew e d i t o r  Roscoe M i t c h e l l ' s  comment t h a t
" e m pl o ye r s  must  f e e l  t h e  hand and s t e a d y i n g  i n f l u e n c e  of  t h e  NRA in
order  to  safeguard the i n t e r e s t  of the race in the new deal ." And from
'The Forgot ten  Tenth," a Nat ional  Urban League a n a l y s i s  of  unemployment
among b l a c k s ,  Dabney p r e s e n t e d  t h e  view t h a t  r a c i a l  d i s c r i m i n a t i o n
ex i s t ed  even in the  awarding of  w o r k - r e l i e f  o pp or t u n i t i e s .  While he did
not r epor t  the a s s e r t i o n s  of o t h e r  j o u r n a l i s t s  and of s p e c i a l  i n t e r e s t
g r o up s  as  i f  t hey  were  f a c t s ,  Dabney' s  i n c l u s i o n  o f  such s t a t e m e n t s
36confims h i s  l i b e r a l  out look in the Depression years .
I n  "The S o u t h  V i e w s  t h e  New D e a l , "  Dabney u s e d  t h e  f i r s t
anniversary  of  Roosevel t ' s  inaugura t ion  as an occas ion to  cons ider  the
changes wrought in the  preceding twelve  months. His general  approval
was e v i d e n t  e a r l y  i n  t h e  a r t i c l e ,  when he w r o t e  t h a t  " t h e r e  can be no
q u e s t i o n  t h a t  P r e s i d e n t  R o o s e v e l t ' s  p o l i c i e s  have  r e s u l t e d  i n  marked
improvement in i ndus t ry ,  a g r i c u l t u r e  and many Lines of  bus iness  in t h i s
and o t he r  Southern S ta t e s . "  As proof  he pointed t o  a wide range of  New
Deal p o l i c i e s  and achievements :  a doubl ing of  the p r ic e  of cot ton and a
cons ide rab l e  r i s e  in tobacco p r i c es ,  the  r e v i t a l i z a t i o n  of  the  Southern
t e x t i l e  i ndus t ry ,  a d m i n i s t r a t i o n  suppor t  for  c o l l e c t i v e  bargaining,  the
v i r t u a l  e l i m i n a t i o n  of  c h i l d  labor,  and the  replacement  of  p r otec t ion i sm
37with a pol icy  of secur ing  r e c i p ro ca l  t r ade  agreements.
But a g a i n ,  Dabney w o r r i e d  abou t  t h e  e x c l u s i o n  o f  many S o u t h e r n
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blacks  from the r e l i e f ,  recovery,  and reform measures of  the New Deal. 
By t h i s  t ime,  i t  was c l e a r  t h a t  the  NRA programs were not the only ones 
used  t o  d i s p l a c e  b l a c k  w o r k e r s .  A s i m i l a r  prob lem was o c c u r r i n g  in 
agr i  c u l t u r e :
A l r eady  a c r e a g e  r e d u c t i o n s  in Nor th C a r o l i n a  a r e  
r e p o r t e d  t o  have c u t  some 10 ,000 c o t t o n  f a r m e r s  and 
t h e i r  f a m i l i e s  a d r i f t .  C e r t a i n l y  t h i s  i s  a s e r i o u s  
aspec t  of  the a d m i n i s t r a t i o n ' s  program.
In  an e f f o r t  t o  r educe  c r op  s u r p l u s e s  and t h e r e b y  r e s t o r e  commodi ty
p r i c es  to  more p r o f i t a b l e  Levels,  the A g r i c u l t u r a l  Adjustment  Act had
p r o v i d e d  s u b s i d i e s  t o  f a r m e r s  who would reduce t h e i r  p l an ted  acreage.
Owners of  cot ton Lands were c u t t i n g  back sharply,  i d l i n g  large  a reas  of
f a r m l a n d ,  and " d e p r i v i n g  h und r ed s  o f  t h o u s a n d s  o f  t e n a n t s  and s h a r e -
38croppers  of  a means of  making a l iv ing . "
Back in 1928, Dabney had devoted many of h i s  ea r ly  s igned a r t i c l e s  
to  the suppor t  of  AL Smith ' s  candidacy.  With the Crash and the onset  of  
the  Depression,  he became convinced t h a t  Hoover's p o l i c i e s  were outdated 
and incapable  of improving the count ry ' s  economic heaLth. Thus, Dabney 
was predi sposed toward b e l i ev in g  in the  ambi t ious ,  e ne r g e t i c  programs of  
t h e  e a r l y  New Deal .  He was c e r t a i n  t h a t ,  d e s p i t e  t h e  h i gh  c o s t  of  i t s  
p r o gr am s  and t h e  u n c e r t a i n  l o n g - t e r m  co n se qu en ce s  o f  d e v a l u i n g  t h e  
d o l l a r ,  the New Deal was improving the economic and psychologica l  heaLth 
of  t h e  South and t h e  n a t i o n .  But t h e  f u l l  p o t e n t i a l  of  t h e  New Deal 
c ou l d  no t  be r e a l i z e d  i f  Large e l e m e n t s  of  S o u t h e r n  s o c i e t y  were  
e x c l u d e d  from t h e  r e c o v e r y  p r o c e s s .  I t  would be a shame i f  o t h e r w i s e  
commendable l e g i s l a t i o n  were abused by a l lowing old p r e j ud ic es  to  work 
t h e i r  way i n t o  the  implementa t ion of  new programs.  Not only blacks ,  but 
t h e  South  as  a whole ,  would be h e l d  back a s  a r e s u l t  of  such nar row 
vi ews.
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* # *
W i t h i n  t h e  r ea lm of  S o u t h e r n  r a c e  r e l a t i o n s ,  no t o p i c  seemed t o  
a r o u s e  Dabney’s i n t e r e s t  more t ha n  t h e  sys t em of  j u s t i c e  p r o v i d e d  f o r  
Southern blacks .  His a r t i c l e s  on t h i s  s ub jec t  show a s t rong b e l i e f  t h a t  
a s o c i e t y ' s  Level of c i v i l i z a t i o n  i s  in d i ca t ed ,  in pa r t ,  by the  way i t s  
j u d i c i a l  system t r e a t s  disadvantaged groups.  I t  i s  c l ea r ,  too,  t h a t  he 
was concerned about t he  image of  the  South,  and e s pe c i a l l y  Vi rg in i a ,  in 
the eyes o f  o t he r  Americans.  Time and again,  Dabney's r epor t ing  on the 
t r i a l s  of  blacks  showed what he expected of  a t r u l y  f a i r  legal  system. 
I t  mus t  a d h e r e  t o  t h e  r u l e s  of  due p r o c e s s ,  p r e v e n t  t h e  f o r m a t i o n  o f  
unruly mobs, provide a d i g n i f i e d  and i m p a r t i a l  judge,  make every e f f o r t  
to provide a good defense f o r  the  accused,  and, above a l l ,  abide by the 
d ic t um t h a t  anyone,  b l a c k  o r  w h i t e ,  i s  i n n o c e n t  u n t i l  p roven g u i l t y .  
These  v i e w s  a r e  p a r t i c u l a r l y  e v i d e n t  in Dabney' s  a r t i c l e s  on t h r e e  
t r i a l s  i n  t h i s  p e r i o d :  t h o s e  of  t h e  " S c o t t s b o r o  boys" i n  Alabama,
Angelo Herndon in Georgia,  and George Crawford in V i r g in i a .
In November 1932,  Dabney made an e f f o r t  t o  i n f or m h i s  r e a d e r s  o f  
the s i g n i f i c a n c e  of the Scot t sboro  case.  Concerned t h a t  many Vi r g in i ans  
had read "only the  f ragmentary accounts  of  the  case which have appeared 
i n  t h e  V i r g i n i a  n e w s p a p e r s , "  Dabney r e v i e w e d  t h e  b a s i c  f a c t s  o f  t h i s  
ca s e  in  which two w h i t e  women a l l e g e d l y  had been raped  by a group o f  
bLack men whi le  r i d i ng  a f r e i g h t  t r a i n  near  Scot t sboro,  Alabama. Dabney 
d i d  n o t  f e e l  t h a t  j u s t i c e  had been s e r v e d  i n  t h e  f i r s t  t r i a l  and was 
p l e a s e d  t o  see  t h a t  t he  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  Supreme Cour t  had g r a n t e d  a new 
t r i a l  t o  t h e  seven d e f e n d a n t s  c o n v i c t e d  and s e n t e n c e d  t o  d i e .  The 
d i s r e g a r d  f o r  due p r o c e s s  seen  t h e  f i r s t  t r i a l  was more d i s t u r b i n g  t o  
Dabney than the  v e r d i c t :
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I do n o t  mean t o  i mpl y ,  n e c e s s a r i l y ,  t h a t  t h e  seven 
a c c u s e d  y o u t h s  a r e  i n n o c e n t .  I  do mean t o  say t h a t  
they have not  been proved g u i l t y  beyond a l l  l i ke l ihood  
of e r r o r .
Dabney r ead i ly  admi t ted  the  ex i s t ence  of "evidence tending to show 
t h e  g u i l t  o f  t h e  d e f e n d a n t s , "  bu t  drew a t t e n t i o n  t o  s e v e r a l  f a c t o r s  
which r a i sed  q u es t i o ns  regarding t he  g u i l t y  v e r d ic t .  F i r s t ,  the crowd 
o f  10 ,000  p r e s e n t  a t  t h e  t r i a l  had c r e a t e d  a h o s t i l e  a t m o s p h e r e  which 
p r e s s u r e d  t h e  j u r y  t o w a r d  a g u i l t y  v e r d i c t .  Second,  t h e  two a c c o u n t s  
t o l d  by V i c t o r i a  P r i c e  and Ruby B a t e s ,  t h e  w h i t e  women a l l e g e d l y  
a t t acked ,  conta ined obvious c on t ra d i c t io n s .  Third,  c r u c i a l  evidence was 
not presented,  notabLy in the f a i l u r e  to  obta in  the tes t imony of Orvi l  
Gi l l ey ,  the only o ther  whi te person present  a t  the  t ime of the  a l l eged  
c r i me .  F o u r t h ,  t he  d e f e n s e  p r o v i d e d  t h e  Negro y o u t h s  had been whol l y  
i n a d e q u a t e ,  w i t h  v i r t u a l l y  no p r e - t r i a l  p r e p a r a t i o n  and no c l o s i n g  
a r gu men t .  F i f t h ,  t h e  I n t e r n a t i o n a l  Labor  Defense  (I.  L. DJ ,  a 
Communist group whose a t t o r n e y s  r epresen ted  the  defendants  fo l lowing the  
f i r s t  t r i a l ,  hardened l oca l  sent iment  even more a g a i n s t  the defendants  
by b e r a t i ng  Alabama a u t h o r i t i e s  and main ta in ing  "a cont inua l  barrage of 
pro paganda.
Given these  handicaps  to  the  j u d i c i a l  process  as i t  had funct ioned
in the  f i r s t  Sco t t sboro  t r i a l ,  Dabney saw no way the defendants  could be
cons idered g u i l t y  beyond a l l  r easonable  doubt.  He hoped t h a t  the  United
S t a t e s  Supreme Court ,  having a l ready c a l l e d  f o r  a new t r i a l ,  would al so
g r a n t  a change o f  venue in  o r d e r  t h a t  an a t m o s p h e r e  more c o n d uc i ve  t o
j u s t i c e  could be found:
Cer t a i n l y  Alabama has nothing to lose and everything 
to  g a i n  by such a p r o c e d u r e .  I t  i s  t o  h e r  i n t e r e s t  
and t o  t h a t  o f  t h e  South t o  see  t h a t  . . . , w h a t e v e r  
t h e  v e r d i c t  may be,  [ i t ]  i s  not  s u b j e c t  t o  q u e s t i o n  
from any reasonable  person or any r espons ib le  source.
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Thus Dabney closed h i s  a r t i c l e ,  concerned f or  both the  j u s t i c e  provided 
t h e  S c o t t s b o r o  boys  and t h e  i m p r e s s i o n s  o t h e r s  would have r e g a r d i n g  
Southern j u s t i c e  for  b l a c k s . ^
Five months l a t e r ,  when the  second t r i a l  had concluded and g u i l t y  
v e r d i c t s  had been r e t u r n e d  once a g a i n ,  Dabney dev o t ed  a n o t h e r  Sunday 
a r t i c l e  to the  Scot t sboro  case.  Chief  among h i s  ob se rva t io ns  t h i s  t ime 
was a theme common among S o u t h e r n  L i b e r a l s :  t h e  d i s r u p t i o n  and
d i s t o r t i o n  i n t e n t i o n a l l y  c au sed  by e x t r e m i s t s  on both  ends  o f  t h e  
p o l i t i c a l  s p e c t r u m .  On t h e  one hand was t h e  I .  L. D., whose demand f o r  
" soc i a l  equa l i t y"  among whi te s  and blacks  was, in Dabney's e s t ima t i o n ,  
" esp ec i a l ly  d i s t a s t e f u l  to  the  a ve r age  S o u t h e r n e r . "  On t he  o t h e r  hand 
was t h e  County S o l i c i t o r ,  Wade W r i g h t ,  who had p o i n t e d  t o  t h e  d e f e n s e  
a t t o r n e y s  and proclaimed t h a t  "Alabama j u s t i c e  cannot be bought and sold 
w i t h  Jew money from New York." Such e x t r e m i s t  a t t i t u d e s  had,  in
Dabney' s  v i ew,  c r e a t e d  an " a t m o s p h e r e  of  h y s t e r i a  . . . where  many
p e r s o n s  seem u n a b l e  t o  o b t a i n  a c l e a r  view of  t h e  f u n d a m e n t a l  i s s u e s
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i nvo lved . "
But f o r  Dabney, the fundamentals  in t h i s  case were becoming c l e a r e r
a l l  t h e  t i m e .  The s econd  t r i a l  had seen  Ruby B a t e s  r e f u t e  h e r  e a r l i e r
t e s t i m o n y  and had shown t h a t  n e i t h e r  B a t e s  nor  P r i c e  was q u a l i f i e d  t o
s t a n d  as  an example  of  an honorabLe S o u t h e r n  woman. To Dabney,  t he
j u d i c i a l  system and t he  b lack defendants  were the t r u e  v i c t i m s :
U n l e s s  s o m e t h i n g  i s  done a b o u t  i t ,  s even Negroes  a r e
to be s e n t  t o  t h e  e l e c t r i c  c h a i r  on t h e  t e s t i m o n y  of  
one woman o f  easy  v i r t u e  who has  been shown t o  be a 
p e r j u r e r ,  and whose tes t imony has been c o n t r a d i c t ed  by 
a n o t h e r  woman o f  eas y  v i r t u e  who a d m i t s  be i ng  a 
p e r j u r e r  . . . .  Does any one i ma g i n e  f o r  an i n s t a n t  
t h a t  i f  the defendants  were whi te,  t he r e  would be the 
s l i g h t e s t  ques t i on  of  t h e i r  a c q u i t t a l ?
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After  the f i r s t  t r i a l ,  Dabney sa id ,  he had been c e r t a i n  the defendants  
had n o t  been t r i e d  f a i  r l y ,  though he had been u n c e r t a i n  o f  t h e i  r gui I t  
or  innocence.  Now, a f t e r  the second t r i a l ,  he was convinced they were 
i n n o c e n t . ^
The e a r l i e r  a r t i c l e  on S c o t t s b o r o  had c on c l u d e d  w i t h  a n o t e  of  
c o n ce r n  over  t h e  o p i n i o n  o t h e r s  would have o f  S o u t h e r n  j u s t i c e .  Th i s  
t ime,  Dabney's concluding remarks showed him to be as much a Southerner  
a s  a l i b e r a l ,  f o r  t h e  w o r r i s o m e  t o n e  was r e p l a c e d  w i t h  a d e f e n s i v e  
sound:
I t  i s  no t  my i n t e n t i o n  . . .  t o  i n t i m a t e ,  as some a r e  
doing ,  t h a t  no Negro can g e t  j u s t i c e  i n  t h e  South  or  
t h a t  a l l  Negroes  g e t  j u s t i c e  in  t h e  Nor th .  On t h e
whole ,  t h e  Negro i s  t r e a t e d  no b e t t e r  beyond t h e
Potomac than be Low i t .
To s u p p o r t  h i s  p o i n t ,  Dabney drew upon t h e  words  o f  a N o r t h e r n e r ,  a
t e c h n i q u e  he used  a g a i n  and a g a i n  t o  d ef end  t h e  South a g a i n s t  t h e
Northern brand of  l i b e r a l .  On t h i s  occas ion the  s t a t ement  came from a
piece by Heywood Broun in  the New York WorLd-TeLearam. As Broun saw i t ,
t h e  North t r e a t e d  b l a c k s  d i f f e r e n t l y ,  but  no b e t t e r .  T h e i r  on ly
"oppor tuni ty"  in the North would be t o  Live in overcrowded apar tments ,
work f o r  meager  wages ,  and watch  t h e i r  own heaLth  d e t e r i o r a t e .  "The
South imposes r a t h e r  more Lynchings, Legal and o therwise .  New York and
Chicago t a k e  i t  ou t  i n  t u b e r c u l o s i s .  We have no r i g h t , "  w r o t e  Broun,
" to  s i t  in  t h e  s e a t s  o f  t he  s c o r n f u l . " ^  Even i n  h i s  most  l i b e r a l
moods,  when he worked h a r d e s t  f o r  p r o g r e s s i v e  change in  t h e  South ,
Dabney was convinced t h a t  Liberal  Southerners ,  not o u t s i d e r s ,  could bes t
p r e s c r i b e  the changes needed in the  region.
La te  in  J a n u a r y  1933,  two months  b e f o r e  t h e  second t r i a l  o f  t h e  
S c o t t s b o r o  d e f e n d a n t s  opened,  Dabney w r o t e  a s t r o n g l y  worded a r t i c l e
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r e g a r d i n g  r e c e n t  d e v e l o p m e n t s  i n  Geor g i a .  Al though  he r emi nd ed  h i s  
r e a d e r s  t h a t  G eo r g i a  c o n t a i n e d  "many i n t e l l i g e n t  and highly c i v i l i z e d  
p e o p l e , "  he spoke much m or e  f o r c e f u L l y  when he e n u m e r a t e d  t h e  
b r u t a l  i t i  es  i n  G e o r g i a ' s  sys t em of  j u s t i c e .  He c r e d i t e d  G e o r g i a  w i t h  
"having hung-up the a l l - t i m e  record f o r  Lynching," and having "put more 
Negroes to  death wi th h o r r i b l e  t o r t u r e  s ince 1918 than any S t a t e  except  
Texas . "  G eo rg ia  was a l s o  "under  g r a ve  s u s p i c i o n  of  o p e r a t i n g  a pena l  
system worthy of the  dark a g e s . "4®
This  harsh condemnation of  j u s t i c e  in Georgia had been prompted by 
the  r ecen t  convic t ion  in At lan t a  of Angelo Herndon, a 19-year -o ld  black 
Communist. On June 30, 1932, Herndon had led a bi r a c i a l  demonst ra t ion 
o f  unemployed A t l a n t a n s  p r o t e s t i n g  t h e  i n s u f f i c i e n c y  o f  Local  r e l i e f  
e f f o r t s .  A r r e s t e d  and c ha r g e d  w i t h  a t t empt i ng  t o  i n c i t e  i n s u r r e c t i o n  
and possess ing Communist L i t e r a t u r e ,  Herndon was t r i e d  and convicted the  
fo l lowi ng  January.  Despi te  Angelo Herndon's s t i f f  sentence of 18 to  20 
years ,  very few whi te ,  Southern newspapers c r i t i c i z e d  the  ru l ing.  W. T. 
Anderson, l i b e r a l  e d i t o r  of  the  Macon Te leareoh . was the  only well-known 
j o u r n a l i s t  in  G eo r g i a ,  and one of  onLy a few i n  t h e  e n t i r e  Sout h ,  
who a t t a ck ed  t he  sentence e d i t o r i a l l y .  Vi rg in ius  Dabney was among those
47few d i s s e n t e r s .
Dabney' s  a s s e s s m e n t  of  t h i s  c a s e  f o c u s e d  more on t h e  d e f e n d a n t ' s
ideology than h i s  color .  Such a harsh sentence,  reasoned Dabney, would
have the  oppos i t e  e f f e c t  of  t h a t  in tended.
The S t a t e  o f  G e o r g i a ,  in  i mp o s i n g  a heavy p r i s o n  
sentence on t h i s  youth hes done more to  fan the  f lames 
o f  r a d i c a l i s m  t h a n  a l l  t h e  a g i t a t o r s  i n  t h e  c i t y  of  
A t l a n t a  c ou l d  have done in  a decade ,  i f  t h ey  had been 
Left unmolested.
But Dabney admi t t ed  t h a t  Georgia was not  the only p a r t  of the  South to
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play i n t o  the hands of  r a d i c a l s .
Our own City a d m i n i s t r a t i o n  here in Richmond . . . has 
been pe r secu t ing  and hounding the smal l  band of  Local 
Communists in every p os s i b l e  way. The r e s u l t  i s  t h a t  
the meet ings  heLd by the Communists grow Larger week 
by week. Thousands of  unemployed who o r d i n a r i l y  would 
have no sympathy f o r  such a g i t a t o r s  have come t o  f e e l
favorably toward them because of the  Ci ty a u t h o r i t i e s '
a c t i o n  in denying them t h e i r  c o n s t i t u t i o n a l  r i g h t s  of  
f r e e  speech,  p e t i t i o n  and assembly.
Dabney's comments on the Herndon case i l l u s t r a t e  h i s  views on the 
Southern system of  j u s t i c e .  The young e d i t o r i a l  w r i t e r  did not  see t h i s  
case as one p r i n c i p a l l y  concerned wi th race,  al though Herndon's coLor no 
doubt  c o n t r i b u t e d  t o  t h e  h a r s h n e s s  o f  h i s  s e n t e n c e .  To Dabney,  t h e  
sys t em o f  j u s t i c e  i n  G e o r g i a  was t o  be f a u l t e d  in t h i s  c a s e  f o r  
o ve r reac t i ng  a g a i n s t  L e f t i s t  demons t ra tors  and making ma t t e r s  worse,  a 
h a b i t  he saw in Richmond, too.  By c on t ra s t ,  Dabney saw the p r o te c t i on
of  f u n d a m e n t a l  r i g h t s  a s  t h e  c o u r t s '  p r i m a r y  t a s k .  Communis t s ,  l i k e
blacks ,  deserved t h i s  p r o t e c t i o n  as much as anyone e l se .  In these  years  
a t  Le as t ,  Dabney saw l i t t l e  t h r e a t  i n  t h e  p r o t e s t s  o f  L e f t i s t s  and o f  
bLacks. He was much more concerned about the t h r e a t  to  the q u a l i t y  of
S o u t h e r n  j u s t i c e  posed  by t h o s e  i n f l e x i b l e  t o  change and d i v e r s i t y  of
• • 49opi mo n.
The Scot t sboro  and Herndon t r i a l s  occurred a t  a t ime when Southern 
j u s t i c e  was becoming a t o p i c  of n a t io na l  i n t e r e s t .  Alabama and Georgia 
had n o t  Looked good i n  t h e  s p o t l i g h t  of  n a t i o n a l  a t t e n t i o n .  Late  in  
1933,  i t  was V i r g i n i a ' s  t u r n .  Two w h i t e  women had been murde red  i n  a 
home near  Middleburg,  Vi rg i n i a  in January 1932. The prime suspect  was 
George C r awf o rd ,  a b l a c k  e x - c o n v i c t  and f o r m e r  employee  o f  one of  t h e  
v ic t ims .  Crawford was not  Located u n t i l  a year  l a t e r ,  when a u t h o r i t i e s  
f i n a l l y  caught up wi th him in Roxbury, Massachuset t s .
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Dabney's f i r s t  piece on Crewford appeared in the  Times-Disoatch on
November 19, 1933, t hree  weeks before  h i s  t r i a l  was t o  open in Leesburg.
Dabney s t a t e d  the  importance of  the  case in no unce r ta in  terms:
In t h e  Cr awf ord  c a s e ,  V i r g i n i a  and h e r  j u d i c i a l  
p r o c e s s e s  w i l l  be on t r i a l ,  and u n l e s s  t h e  Old 
Dominion a c q u i t s  h e r s e l f  w e l l ,  t h e r e  w i l l  be such a 
storm of unfavorable  p u b l i c i t y  throughout  the  na t ion  
t h a t  t h i s  S t a t e  w i l l  n o t  r e c o v e r  f o r  many y e a r s  . .
. . Vi r g in i ans  should bear  in mind t h a t  Alabama w i l l  
be a long t i m e  r e c o v e r i n g  from t h e  e f f e c t s  of  t h e  
S c o t t s b o r o  t r i a l s .
The "na t iona l  s i g n i f i c a n c e "  of  the  case,  s a id  Dabney, was the  ques t i on  
of  whether  blacks  would be excluded from the grand and p e t i t  j u r i e s ,  a 
p r a c t i c e  common in the  South.  Again, Dabney made c l e a r  h i s  sympathies.  
He a g r e e d  w i t h  t h e  N.A.A.C.P., which was r e p r e s e n t i n g  Cr a wf o rd ,  t h a t  
q u a l i f i e d  b l a c k s  c o u l d  n o t ,  j u s t i f i a b l y ,  be e x c l u d e d  y e a r  a f t e r  y e a r  
from j u r y  panels .  And Dabney saw t h i s  argument as  " p a r t i c u l a r l y  va l i d  
in cases  where the  defendant  i s  a Negro.
The t r i a l  concluded before  Chr is tmas  and Dabney was ab le  t o  r epor t
to  h i s  r eaders  t h a t ,  "from almost  every s t andpo in t , "  V i r g i n i an s  could be
proud of  the way in which the t r i a l  had been conducted.  He had no doubt
t h a t  anyone who c a r e d  t o  c o n t r a s t  t h e  Cr awf ord  and S c o t t s b o r o  c a s e s
would conclude t h a t  "Vi rginia  j u s t i c e  appears  in a much more f avorable
l i g h t  t h a n  Alabama j u s t i c e . "  In  c h a r a c t e r i z i n g  t h e  C r aw f o rd  t r i a l ,
Dabney packed i n t o  a s i n g l e  s e n t e n c e  h i s  own d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  what
c o n s t i t u t e d  a f a i r  t r i a l :
Judge  McLemore' s  a t t i t u d e  was e m i n e n t l y  j u d i c i a l ,  
t he r e  was no d i so r de r  of  any kind,  the prosecut ion  was 
a b s o l u t e l y  f a i r  in  i t s  co ndu c t  of  t h e  ca s e  and was 
s c r u p u l o u s l y  c a r e f u l  n o t  t o  a r o u s e  i n t e r r a c i a l  
a n i m o s i t i e s ,  t h e  f o u r  Negro d e f e n s e  a t t o r n e y s  were  
t r e a t e d  by every  one w i t h  t h e  u t m o s t  c o u r t e s y  and 
c o n s i d e r a t i o n ,  and t h e  v e r d i c t  of  t h e  j u r y  was 
e n t i r e l y  e q u i t a b l e .
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Crawford had been found g u i l t y ,  as had t he  Scot t sboro  defendants.  But 
t o  Dabney t h e  d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  t h e  c a s e s  were  c o n s i d e r a b l e .  Above a l l  
e l s e ,  Crawford had been proven g u i l t y  beyond a l l  reasonable  doubt .
Of b lacks  on j u r i e s  Dabney now had l i t t l e  to say. He admi t t ed  t h a t  
" t h e  c o m p l e t e  e x c l u s i o n  o f  Negroes  from t h e  g rand  and p e t i t j u r i e s  in  
the Crawford case was "cause f o r  r e g r e t , "  but  chose i ns t ead  to  emphasize 
" t h e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e  w h i t e  men who t r i e d  Cr awf ord  were  e n t i  r e l y  f a i  r  t o  
h i m . " ^  Evident ly ,  Dabney considered the  i nc lu s i on  of blacks  on j u r i e s  
as c on d u c i v e  t o ,  but  no t  e s s e n t i a l  f o r ,  t h e  conduc t  of  a f a i r  t r i a l  in  
the Southern system of  j u s t i c e .
Dabney's s igned a r t i c l e s  dea l ing  wi th Southern j u s t i c e  fo r  blacks 
d i s p l a y  t h e  d e v e l o p i n g  o p i n i o n s  o f  a young j o u r n a l i s t .  They show a 
w r i t e r  bes t  understood not  as a singLe type,  but as a blend of  l i b e r a l ,  
Southerner ,  and Vi rginian.  His devot ion t o  the Old Dominion mani fes t ed  
i t s e l f  a t  t i m e s  i n  a c o m p e t i t i v e  s p i r i t ,  as  he s o u g h t  t o  show t h a t ,  in  
t e r m s  o f  h i s t o r i c  a c h i e v e m e n t s  and p r o m i s e  f o r  p r o g r e s s i v e  change ,  
V i r g i n i a  was i n  a c l a s s  above t h e  o t h e r  S o u t h e r n  s t a t e s .  But he was 
quick t o  defend the South as a whole from the scorn of o u t s i d e r s  who did 
not  unders tand Southern customs.  Blacks in t he  South were not given the  
j u s t i c e  t hey  d e s e r v e d .  However ,  t h e  p r o b le m s  f a c e d  by b l a c k s  i n  t h e  
North showed t h a t  region as merely d i f f e r e n t  from, not  b e t t e r  than,  the 
South.
Dabney a d v o c a t e d  t h e  same s o r t  of  r e fo r m s ou gh t  by many l i b e r a l ,  
w h i t e  S o u t h e r n e r s  o f  h i s  day.  He was c o n f i d e n t  t h a t  t h e  South  would 
cont inue t o  make slow, d e l i b e r a t e  improvements,  whether  in the  t re a t me nt  
of  b l a c k  d e f e n d a n t s ,  t h e  e x p a n s i o n  of  t h e  e l e c t o r a t e ,  o r  o t h e r  a r e a s .  
React ionary elements ,  with t h e i r  Lynching fever  and t h e i r  comments about
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"Jew money f rom New York,"  would be l e s s  and Less a b l e  t o  s t i r  
i n t e r r a c i a L  and i n t e r s e c t i on aL  an i mo s i t i e s .  Nei ther  would groups Like 
the I. L. D. s e t  the agenda f o r  the South; c o n s t r u c t i v e  c r i t i c i s m  would 
be much more product ive .  Last ing change would be brought  about only by 
the coopera t ive  e f f o r t s  of  those whi t es  and blacks  who could remove the 
i n j u s t i c e s  of  the  p resen t  wi thout  abandoning t he  S o u t h ' s  r ich  h e r i t a g e .
# $ *
The h i s t o r y  of  S o u t h e r n  r e f or m was t h e  s u b j e c t  o f  Dabney' s  f i r s t  
book, LiberaLism in the  South (19323. Wr i t t en  a t  the  i n v i t a t i o n  of  the 
Univers i ty  of  North Carol ina  Press ,  t h i s  400-page work was a survey of 
Liberal  reform movements in the  South from the Revolut ionary War onward. 
Reviews  were  g e n e r a l l y  f a v o r a b l e ,  but  s a l e s  o f  t h e  book were  very  
l ig h t .®^  The t o n e ,  s a i d  i t s  a u t h o r ,  was " d e s c r i p t i v e  r a t h e r  t han  
a n a l y t i c a l . " ® ^  A b r o a d - r a n g i n g  s t u d y ,  t h e  book examined  p o l i t i c s ,  
r e l i g i o n ,  educat ion,  l i t e r a t u r e ,  s l ave ry ,  c i v i l  war, and labor.  Dabney 
made no e f f o r t  t o  h i d e  t h e  dominance  of  c o n s e r v a t i v e  i d e a s  w i t h i n  
S o u t h e r n  c u l t u r e ,  b u t  he u n d e r s c o r e d  t he  c u r r e n t s  o f  L i b e r a l i s m  
r e p r e s e n t e d  by t h e  work o f  c e r t a i n  e d i t o r s ,  p r o f e s s o r s ,  w r i t e r s ,  and 
pol i  t i  c i ans .
Race r e l a t i o n s  were t r e a t e d  in seve ra l  chapter s .  Dabney condemned
t h e  Ku KLux KLan and p o r t r a y e d  i t s  l e a d e r s  as  e x p e r t s  i n  h a t r e d ,  w i t h
nothing c o n s t r u c t i v e  to  o f f e r  the South.®® He admi t t ed  t h a t  the  South
was known f o r  i t s  r a c e - b a i t i n g  demagogues, men l i ke  James K. Vardaman,
Cole B l e a s e ,  and Theodore  B i lb o .  But Dabney saw f o r  t h e  South  a
d i s t i n c t  t r e n d  t o w a r d  improved  r a c e  r e l a t i o n s ,  b as ed  on t h e  work of
p e o p l e  l i k e  Thomas J e f f e r s o n ,  Henry W a t t e r s o n ,  Booker  T. Washing ton ,
56Char les  B. Aycock, George W. Cable,  and Howard Odum.
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To a Large e x t e n t ,  Li b e r a  Li sm i n t h e  South  was a book about
i n d i v i d u a L s .  The S o u t h  couLd be p r o u d ,  w r o t e  Dabney ,  o f  t h e
"1 nfLuentiaL Libera l s  [who] exer ted  themselves  con s ta n t l y  on beha l f  of
j u s t i c e  fo r  the blacks  and sought  t o  provide an a n t i d o t e  fo r  the f lood
of hate  which the  ’poor whi tes '  and t h e i r  l eaders  were pouring f o r t h .
But he was Less than convincing when he a t t empted to g e n e r a l i ze  from the
a c t i o n s  o f  a few i n d i v i d u a L s  t o  t h e  S o u t h e r n  p u b l i c  a t  l a r g e .
The s t e a d y  improvement  i n  t h e  r e l a t i o n s  be twe en  t h e  
w h i t e  mass es  . . . and t h e  b l a c k  m ass es  . . .  i s  go ing  
forward in the South wi thout  any f an fa r e  of t rumpets ,  
any b l a s t s  of  p u b l i c i t y ,  but i t  i s  none t he l es s
One might  wonder how Dabney could be so c e r t a i n  t h a t  race r e l a t i o n s  were 
i m p r o v i n g ,  i f  t h e  change was t a k i n g  p l a c e  so q u i e t l y .  But  Dabney was 
o p t i m i s t i c  t h a t  t h e  South  was moving i n t o  a new e r a  o f  improved r ace  
r e l a t i o n s .
wi thout  
r eaL.
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CHAPTER THREE 
JUSTICE 
1934-1942
By 1934, Vi rg in i us  Dabney had grown cons iderably  as a j o u r n a l i s t .  
During h i s  f i r s t  dozen years  in the t rade ,  he had r epor ted  many kinds of  
s t o r i e s ,  w r i t t e n  hundreds of  signed newspaper a r t i c l e s ,  and publ i shed a 
book.  The a r t i c l e s  he had w r i t t e n  f o r  n a t i o n a l l y - r e a d  p e r i o d i c a l s ,  
along wi th pieces  he had w r i t t e n  fo r  the Bal t imore  Evenino Sun and the  
New York Times. con t r ib u t ed  t o  h i s  image as a capable young j o u r n a l i s t .  
But Dabney was not  content  wi th h i s  p o s i t i o n  on the  Times-Dispatch. He 
wanted more w r i t i n g  and fewer r ep or t i ng  assignments .  The p o s i t i o n  of  
e d i t o r  had come open t w i c e  s i n c e  he j o i n e d  t h e  p a pe r ,  but  Dabney had 
been passed over each t ime.  Openings wi th o ther  newspapers were s ca rce  
in the  midst  of the  Depression.  Dabney appl ied  for  and received a grant  
f rom t h e  O b e r l a e n d e r  T r u s t  o f  t he  Ca r l  Schurz  Memor ia l  F o u n d a t i o n ,  
e n a b l i n g  him t o  spend s i x  months  i n  Germany s t u d y i n g  t h e  p o l i t i c s  o f  
t h a t  n a t i o n .  He looked f o r w a r d  t o  t he  s o j o u r n  as  bo t h  an e d u c a t i o n a l  
exper ience and an oppor tuni ty  to r e f l e c t  on h i s  own ca r ee r  p a t h J
Dabney, h i s  wi fe ,  and t h e i r  f o u r - y e a r - o l d  daughter  were in Germany 
and Au s t r i a  from March u n t i l  September.  He cont inued t o  w r i t e  Sunday 
a r t i c l e s  f o r  t h e  e d i t o r i a l  page of  t h e  T i m e s - D i s o a t c h . u s i n g  them t o  
explore  var ious  f a c e t s  of German l i f e  and cu l t u r e .  Dabney's f i r s t h a n d  
view o f  H i t l e r ' s  r i s i n g  a p p e a l  l e f t  him c on v i n ce d  t h a t  European peace
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was n o t  s e c u r e .  And t h e  a n t i - S e m i t i s m  a l r e a d y  s p r e a d i n g  t h ro u g h  t h e
o
German press  l e f t  a s t rong impress ion on the  j o u r n a l i s t  from Richmond. 
The e d i t o r i a l s  he wrote in the  years  f ol lowing t h i s  s ix-month exper ience 
showed the i nf luence  of the t ime spent  in c e n t r a l  Europe. His p ieces  on 
i n t e r n a t i o n a l  r e l a t i o n s  d e m o n s t r a t e d  an u n d e r s t a n d i n g  of  t h e  power  
p o l i t i c s  and m i l i t a r y  b u i l d u p  o c c u r r i n g  in p a r t s  of  Europe.  In 
a d d i t i o n ,  h i s  w r i t i n g s  on r a ce  r e l a t i o n s  e x h i b i t e d  a conce r n  f o r  t h e  
view o t h e r  n a t i o n s  would t a k e  r e g a r d i n g  t he  t r e a t m e n t  of  b l a c k s  in 
Ameri ca.
In the  end, Dabney did not  have to leave the  Ti mes-Di spatch to f ind
advancement.  While s t i l l  in Germany, he received an a t t r a c t i v e  o f f e r
from t h e  p a p e r ' s  p u b l i s h e r .  Dabney was t o  become c h i e f  e d i t o r i a l
w r i t e r .  A f t e r  a t r i a l  p e r i o d ,  he would be named e d i t o r .  As i t  
t u r n e d  o u t ,  t h a t  change in  t i t l e  came in 1936.  But in  p o i n t  of  f a c t ,  
Dabney had r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  for  the e d i t o r i a l  page of the Richmond Times- 
Di spatch from October 1934 u n t i l  January 1969.^ Such a p o s i t i o n  s u i t ed  
him i d e a l l y :
Even as e d i t o r ,  I was in charge of only the e d i t o r i a l  
page,  w i t h  no r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  t h e  r e s t  o f  t h e  
pa pe r .  T h i s  was t h e  a r r a n g e m e n t  t h a t  I  g r e a t l y  
p r e f e r r e d .  I  was . . .  an e d i t o r  and w r i t e r ,  no t  an 
a d m i n i s t r a t o r  or  e x e c u t i v e  . . . .  I  wanted  t o  
w r i t e .
# * *
In h i s  s igned a r t i c l e s  of  the previous  s ix  years ,  Dabney had shown 
an acute  awareness of  the  s t a t e  of  Southern j u s t i c e .  His opinions  grew 
from c on c e r n  f o r  t he  S o u t h ' s  image,  and f rom h i s  p e r s o n a l  view of  t h e  
c i v i l i z e d  n a t u r e  of  most Southerners .  I f  Dabney f e l t  the  need t o  a s ses s  
t h e  S o u t h ' s  s ys t e m o f  j u s t i c e  as  seen  in t he  S c o t t s b o r o  and Herndon
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c a s e s ,  he saw t h e s e  i n a d e q u a c i e s  even more c l e a r l y  in e v e n t s  which 
r epresen t ed  the complete breakdown of  due process .  Lynchings,  common in 
much of  the  South s ince  the  1890's,  were the negat ion of  the  j u s t i c e  and 
decency on which Dabney' s  Old and New South  were  based .  He n eve r  
c o n s i d e r e d  s u c h  mob m u r d e r s  i n d i c a t i v e  o f  t h e  v a l u e s  o f  m o s t  
S o u t h e r n e r s .  As t h e  problem c o n t i n u e d  t h ro ug h  t h e  m i d -1 9 3 0 ' s ,  Dabney 
c a l l e d  for  f e de r a l  Le gi s la t ion  to  combat i t .
During h i s  f i r s t  week back from Germany, Dabney wrote an e d i t o r i a l
c ompar ing  t h e  l i v i n g  c o n d i t i o n s  o f  b l a c k s  i n  t h e  Nor th and t h e  South .
Lynching was presented  as j u s t  one of s evera l  f a c t o r s  to be considered.
As he saw i t ,  the  u ns an i t a r y  cond i t i ons  and t u b e r c u l o s i s  common in the
crowded Northern slums more than o f f s e t  the h igher  wages genera l ly  paid
in t h e  Nor th .  In  a d d i t i o n ,  t h e  h i g h e r  c o s t  o f  Liv ing  i n  t h e  Nor th cut
i n t o  any wage d i f f e r e n t i a l .  A d m i t t e d l y ,  no s ys t e m of  J im Crow laws
e x i s t e d  in  t h e  Nor th ,  but  i t  r em ai ne d  " f o r  t h e  Negroes  t h e m s e l v e s  t o
decide whether  they regard t h i s  c i rcumstance  as s u f f i c i e n t l y  impor tant
t o  o u t w e i g h  t h e  d i s a d v a n t a g e s  o f  m i g r a t i o n  beyond t h e  Potomac."
Lynching did not  ye t  s tand out  in Dabney's mind as a condi t ion  s epara t e
from o t he r s  t o  be weighed in the  balance:
Whi le  Lynchings  a r e  f a r  more p r e v a l e n t  in  t he  South 
t h a n  in  o t h e r  s e c t i o n s ,  and w h i l e  t h e  e x i s t e n c e  of  
t h i s  phenomenon n a t u r a l l y  c r e a t e s  the impress ion t h a t  
t h e  b l a c k  man i s  s i t u a t e d  Less a d v a n t a g e o u s l y  below 
Mason and Dixon's l i ne  than beyond i t ,  i t  i s  unce r ta i n  
whether  such i s  a c t u a l l y  the  case.*’
But  b e f o r e  t h e  month was over ,  an e ven t  o c c u r r e d  which caused  
Dabney t o  Look a t  l y n c h i n g  as  a c o n ce r n  e n t i r e l y  s e p a r a t e  from o t h e r  
a s p e c t s  o f  t h e  l i v e s  o f  S o u t h e r n  b l a c k s .  On t h e  n i g h t  o f  O c t ob e r  26, 
Claude Neal,  a b lack man, was Lynched near Marianna,  F lor ida .  Word of
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t h e  p l an n e d  l y n c h i n g  had gone o u t  more th an  t w e l v e  h o u r s  in  advance ,
wi th the r e s u l t  t h a t  a crowd of  seve ra l  thousand had ga thered in t ime  to
wi t nes s  the t o r t u r e  and murder of  Neal. Dabney used the Sunday e d i t i o n
to express  h i s  out rage  a t  t h i s  "unbel ievable  savagery":
Why i s  i t  t ha t  such t h i ng s  occur only in America? I s  
i t  s t r a n g e  t h a t  E u r o p e a n s  r e g a r d  A m e r i c a n s  a s  
c u l t u r a l l y  i n f e r i o r ,  when American women wi th babes in 
a r m s  s t a n d  f o r  h o u r s  i n  t h e  hope o f  s e e i n g  a 
de f ense l es s  Negro t o r t u r e d  and murdered?
In  Dabney' s  e s t i m a t i o n ,  chang es  were  o c c u r r i n g  in  t h e  p a t t e r n  of
Lynchings  in  t h e  South .  Al though  t h e  numbers  were  f a r  below t h o s e  o f
t h e  1 8 90 ' s ,  t h e  b r u t a l i t y  had i n c r e a s e d .  Bu rn i ngs  a t  t h e  s t a k e ,
m u t i l a t i o n s ,  and t o r t u r e  had become much more common in the  preceding
f i f t e e n  y e a r s .  The r e s u l t  of  r e c e n t  l y n c h i n g s  such as  t h a t  ne a r
Mar i anna ,  warned Dabney,  m i g h t  w e l l  be t he  p a s s a g e  o f  a f e d e r a l  a n t i -
l y n ch i n g  b i l l .  Whi le  no t  a c t u a l l y  e n d o r s i n g  such a b i l l ,  Dabney
m a i n t a i n e d  t h a t  t h e  p l a n n e d  r e i n t r o d u c t i o n  of  t h e  b i l l  would r e c e i v e
even more support  as Congress r eac t ed  t o  recent  Lynching e p i s o d e s . ?
The Richmond e d i t o r ' s  b e l i e f  t h a t  Vi r g i n i a  was d i f f e r e n t  from many 
o t h e r  Southern s t a t e s  was reemphasized the  next month when a Lynching 
was a v e r t e d  in  C l i f t o n  Forge ,  V i r g i n i a .  P h i l i p  J o n e s ,  a b l a c k  man 
a c c u s e d  o f  m u r d e r i n g  two s m a l l  g i r l s ,  might  have been t a k e n  from t h e  
j a i l  and lynched, had Local p ol i ce  not  removed him f i r s t  t o  Roanoke and 
t h e n  t o  Richmond.  Dabney heaped p r a i s e  on t h e  l o c a l  p o l i c e  f o r  t h e i r  
f o r e s i g h t  in t r a n s p o r t i n g  the p r i s o ne r  more than two hundred mi le s  in 
o rder  to  see j u s t i c e  served.  While admi t t ing  t h a t  "the mass ha t red  of  
t h e  r e s i d e n t s  o f  Mar i anna ,  F l o r i d a  . . . may have been no g r e a t e r  t ha n  
t h a t  of  the c i t i z e n s  of C l i f t o n  Forge," Dabney n e v e r t he l es s  cons idered 
the saving of  Jones an example of  the grea t  progress  V i r g i n i a  had made
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t o w a r d  w i p i n g  ou t  Lynching.  With no Lynchings  s i n c e  1926,  t h e  OLd
Dominion had a r e c o r d  "among t h e  b e s t  in  t h e  South."® He p r a i s e d  t h e
p r o s e c u t i n g  a t t o r n e y s ,  t o o ,  f o r  t h e i r  h a n d l i n g  o f  t h e  J o n e s  ca s e .  By
r eques t ing  a change of venue to the  Less v o l a t i l e  atmosphere of  Henrico
County,  t hey  had done t h e i r  p a r t  t o  i n s u r e  t h a t  mob a c t i o n  would n o t
o c c u r .  W h a t e v e r  t h e  t r i a l  s i t e ,  s a i d  Dabney ,  i t  was  now t h e
r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  o f  Governor  Peery  t o  m a i n t a i n  o r d e r ,  j u s t  as  Governor
P o l l a rd  had done so admirably the previous  year  for  the Crawford t r i a l .
Dabney d i d  n o t  t a k e  up t h e  q u e s t i o n  o f  J o n e s ’ g u i l t  o r  i n n o ce n c e ,  bu t
gsimply r epor t ed  t h a t  he had al ready confessed.
In t h e  m i d - 1 9 3 0 ' s ,  t h e  N.A.A.C.P. t r i e d  and f a i l e d  t o  s e c u r e  
passage of  f e de r a l  a n t i  lynching l e g i s l a t i o n .  The Costigan-Wagner b i l l ,  
s i m i L a r  in  i t s  p r o v i s i o n s  t o  t h e  Dyer b i l l  of  t h e  1 9 20 ' s ,  s h a r e d  t h e  
same f a t e :  C o n g r e s s i o n a l  h e e l - d r a g g i n g  and a s u c c e s s f u l  f i l i b u s t e r .
The number  o f  l y n c h i n g s  in  t h e  n a t i o n  d e c l i n e d  in  1934,  r ose  in  1935,  
and dropped again in 1936.^® Dabney wrote l i t t l e  regarding Lynching in 
t h e  two y e a r s  f o l l o w i n g  Claude N e a l ' s  murder .  However,  he e v i d e n t l y  
gave cons ide rab le  thought  to  the s u b je c t ,  eventua l ly  deciding t o  t ake  a 
s t rong s tand .
By February,  1937, Dabney was convinced t h a t  f ed er a l  i n t e r v e n t i o n
was the only answer.  During the e a r l y  weeks of the E i gh t ie t h  Congress,
he made h i s  views c l e a r .
The Ti  me s - D i  s o a t c h  f a v o r s  t h e  e n a c t m e n t  of  t h e  
[Gavagan] Federal  a n t i  Lynching b i l l  j u s t  int roduced in 
t h e  House of  R e p r e s e n t a t i v e s  and s h o r t l y  t o  be 
i n t r o d u c e d  in t h e  S e n a t e .  I t  s e e s  no hope of  eve r  
w i p i n g  out  Lynching,  t h e  g r e a t e s t  c r i m e  a g a i n s t  
Southern c i v i l i z a t i o n ,  except  through Federal  ac t ion.
Other Southern s t a t e s  had shown no i n c l i n a t i o n  to  pass ant i  lynching laws
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of the type epproved by V i r g i n i a ' s  Leg i s l a t ure  in 1928, wi th the  r e s u l t  
t h a t  Dabney now saw o t h e r  s t e p s  as  n e c e s s a r y .  Expediency must  t a k e  
precedence over  i r r e l e v a n t  p r i n c i p l e s :
To put  a s t o p  t o  t h e  s e e m i n g l y  e n d l e s s  s e r i e s  o f  mob 
m u r d e r s  . . . i m p r e s s e s  us a s  f a r  more i m p o r t a n t  t h an  
the p r e s e r v a t i o n  of something gene r a l ly  r e fe r r e d  t o  as 
"Sta te  sovere ign ty"  or  " S t a t e ' s  r i g h t s . "
He e l a b o r a t e d ,  t a k i n g  i s s u e  n o t  w i t h  t h e  p r i n c i p l e  o f  s t a t e s '  r i g h t s ,
but  r a t h e r  wi th  i t s  misuse.  The d u t i e s  of s t a t e s  were being overlooked
because "the r i g h t s  of  S t a t e s"  had degenerated i n t o  "a mere shibbole th
b eh i nd  which t h e  S t a t e  and l o c a l  a u t h o r i t i e s  can i g n o r e  and f l o u t  t h e
law of  t h e  l and  by p e r m i t t i n g  Lynchers  t o  go u n p un i sh ed  y e a r  a f t e r
year .
In  t h e  same e d i t o r i a l ,  Dabney r e p o r t e d  t h e  t e r m s  o f  t h e  Gavagan
biLL. The U n i t e d  S t a t e s  A t t o r n e y  G e n e r a l  would have a u t h o r i t y  t o
prosecute  any peace o f f i c e r  who had made inadequate  e f f o r t s  e i t h e r  to
prevent  a Lynching or t o  apprehend members of  a mob a f t e r  a lynching had
o c c u r r e d .  In  a d d i t i o n ,  any county  which was t h e  s cene  of  a Lynching
could  be f i n e d  up t o  $10,000,  p a y a b l e  t o  t h e  h e i r s  of  t h e  v i c t i m .
C o n s t i t u t i o n a l  a u t h o r i t i e s ,  explained Dabney, were divided as t o  whether
the biLL was u n c o n s t i t u t i o n a l .  Even wi th the d i f f e r e n c e  of  opinion,  the
Times-Dispatch advocated passage of  the  b i l l  and welcomed a chance to
s e e  i t  t e s t e d  i n  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  S u p r e m e  C o u r t .  The p r o v e n
i n d i f f e r e n c e  of  many s t a t e  and Local  a u t h o r i t i e s  t o  t h e  S o u t h ' s
12Lynchings Left  no a l t e r n a t i v e  t o  a f e d e r a l  Law wi th r ea l  t e e th .
The N.A.A.C.P., f a m i l i a r  w i t h  t h e  L e g i s l a t i v e  h u r d l e s  e r e c t e d  in  
f r o n t  o f  a n t i l y n c h i n g  b i l l s  i n  t h e  p a s t ,  p r e s s e d  t h e  House J u d i c i a r y  
Committee throughout  February to  begin hear ings  on the  newest  ve r s i on  of
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the b i l l .  On March 30 Dabney was "happy to  r epor t "  in an e d i t o r i a l  t h a t
hear ings  were to  s t a r t  the next day. He was c e r t a i n  t he  b i l l  would pass
t h e  House and hoped i t  would not  be s to pp ed  by a f i l i b u s t e r  in  t he
S e n a t e .  R e f e r r i n g  t o  t h e  s u c c e s s f u l  f i l i b u s t e r s  o f  1923 and 1935,
Dabney c a l l e d  f o r  passage of the present  b i l l  "wi thout  any such t r a v e s t y
on the  democrat ic  process  as Southern sena to r s  have put on in the  past
13t o  de fea t  previous  measures of a l ike  nature."
W i t h i n  two weeks ,  a g ruesome doubl e  Lynching n e a r  Duck H i l l ,
M i s s i s s i p p i  p r ompt ed  Dabney t o  r e a c t  s t r o n g l y  t o  t h e  n o t i o n  t h a t  a
f e d e r a l  law was no t  needed.  Two b l a c k  men, acc us e d  o f  kiLLing a
s t o r e k e e p e r ,  had been t a k e n  from t h e  c us t o d y  o f  Local  a u t h o r i t i e s ,
t o r t u r e d  wi th a blow torch,  and k i l l e d .  The murders were committed in
broad  d a y l i g h t  by a mob no t  w e a r i n g  masks .  Yet  no a r r e s t s  had been
made. Dabney termed the  episode "the l a t e s t  sample of  what i s  sometimes
c a l l e d  ’S t a t e s '  r i g h t s ' , "  and c o n s i d e r e d  i t  p r o o f  t h a t  some s t a t e s
simply were not  managing t h e i r  own a f f a i r s .  He saw no j u s t i c e  served by
a system which had al lowed 84 lynchings to occur  in the  South from 1931
t h ro u g h  1935,  and had handed down on l y  t h r e e  c o n v i c t i o n s  w i t h  l i g h t
sentences .  Dabney was c e r t a i n  t h a t  the only hope f o r  improvement would
come from t h e  power  to  t r y  " d e r e l i c t  peace  o f f i c e r s "  in  f e d e r a l  
14c o u r t s .
The Gavagan ant i  Lynching b i l l  passed the  House of Represen ta t ives  
by a v o t e  o f  277 t o  119 j u s t  one week a f t e r  t h e  Duck H i l l  Lynchings .  
Dabney p u b l i c l y  c h i d e d  V i r g i n i a ' s  n i n e  c o n gr e ss m en ,  f o r  no t  one had 
v o t e d  f o r  t h e  b i l l .  In  an a c c o u n t  r a t h e r  v i v i d  f o r  i t s  day,  Dabney 
descr ibed  the  m u t i l a t i o n  which o f t e n  occurred a t  lynchings.  Such Lurid 
d e s c r i p t i o n s  were  p e r h a p s  n e c e s s a r y ,  he s a i d ,  i f  Lynching was t o  end.
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" I t  i s  the s o r t  of th ing which w i l l  never be broken up, i f  everybody in
Congress votes  wi th our V i r g in i a  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s  to  main ta in  something
c a l l e d  ' S t a t e  s o v e r e i g n t y , 1 no m a t t e r  how many b a r b a r i t i e s  a r e  committed 
1 5in i t s  name."
F o l l o w i n g  House a p p r o v a l  of  t h e  Gavagan b i l l  in A p r i l  1937,  t h e  
Senate took up the s i m i l a r  Wagner-Van Nuys b i l l .  The Senate J u d i c i a r y  
Committee voted in l a t e  June to  send the  measure to  the  e n t i r e  Senate,  
where  i t s  p r o g r e s s  was impeded by t h e  w r a n g l i n g  over  P r e s i d e n t  
R o o s e v e l t ' s  c o n t r o v e r s i a l  " c o u r t  pack i ng  p l a n . "  On J u l y  20,  a n o t h e r  
double lynching occurred,  t h i s  t ime in Flor ida .  Dabney hoped t h a t  the 
r evu l s ion  a t  ye t  another  heinous ac t  would spur the  Senate to pass  the 
b i l l  before i t ,  j u s t  as the blow t o rc h  lynchings had con t r ibu ted  to  the 
quick passage of  the  Gavagan b i l l / * 6 But Congress adjourned in August 
wi thout  debat ing the an t i  Lynching Le gi s la t i on .
While Congress was not  in sess ion ,  Dabney became convinced t h a t  the 
S e n a t e  would soon p as s  t h e  Wagner-Van Nuys b i l l .  D e s p i t e  t h e  f a t e  o f  
such b i l l s  in the  pas t ,  Dabney f e l t  t h a t  a su ccess fu l  f i l i b u s t e r  t h i s  
t i m e  a round  was " i m p r o b a b l e . "  He gave r e a s o n s  f o r  h i s  o p t i m i s m .  The 
House had p a s s e d  a n e a r l y  i d e n t i c a l  b i l l  by a l a r g e  m a j o r i t y .  The 
S e n a t e ' s  b i l l  had come o u t  o f  c o m m i t t e e  w i t h  t h e  momentum of  a 13-3 
vote,  and was headed f o r  a Senate which was "understood t o  be 2 to 1 in 
favor  of the measure." Dabney, an exper ienced observer  of  Le gi s la t ive  
bodies,  a l so  reasoned t h a t  a f i l i b u s t e r  was much l e s s  Likely to succeed 
ea r ly  in a sess ion.  He was w i l l i n g  to concede t h a t  some pr ov i s ions  of 
t h e  l e g i s l a t i o n  mi gh t  need i mprovement .  But such ch an g es  c ou l d  w a i t ;  
t h e  b i l l  s h o u l d  be p a s s e d  as  w r i t t e n .  The need f o r  i t ,  in  t h e  o p i n i o n  
of  t h e  Ti mes-Di  s p a t c h . was a s  c l e a r  as  e v e r :  f o r  f o u r t e e n  y e a r s ,  t h e
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f r e q u e n c y  o f  l y n c h i n g  had shown "no d e f i n i t e  t r e n d ,  e i t h e r  up or  
down.
The b e l i e f  t h a t  only f e d e ra l  ac t ion  could reduce the  lynchings in
some s t a t e s  remained Vi rg in i us  Dabney' s  p r i m a r y  r e a s o n  f o r  s u p p o r t i n g
such l e g i s l a t i o n .  But t o  t h i s  s t a t e m e n t  of  need he soon added a
c om pl em en t a r y  i d e a :  such a Law would be a c c e p t e d  by t h e  South.  In
o t h e r  words ,  i f  an u n r u l y  m i n o r i t y  was r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  t h i s  b l i g h t  on
Southern s oc i e ty ,  the ma jo r i t y  was w i l l i n g  t o  Let the necessary f orce  be
appl i ed  to  r e s t o r e  order.
The re  i s  no q u e s t i o n  t h a t  t h i s  c o u n t r y  wan t s  t h e  
a n t i  lynching b i l l .  There i s  no ques t i on  in our  minds,  
e i t h e r ,  t h a t  t h e  South i s  wiLLing t o  a c c e p t  t h e  
m ea s ur e ,  even though a good many S o u t h e r n e r s  a r e  
e i t h e r  openly s k e p t i c a l  or a c t i v e l y  h o s t i l e .
As p r o o f  o f  b r oad  pubLic  s u p p o r t ,  he o f f e r e d  a r e c e n t  G a l l u p  p o l l
showing t h a t  72% of  a l l  Americans and 57% of  Southerners  favored making
l y n c h i n g  a f e d e r a l  c r i me .  The l a t t e r  f i g u r e ,  though on ly  a s m a l l
ma j or i t y ,  was enough to  convince the  e d i t o r  t h a t  the  South would accept
18the enforcement  of  a Law he deemed necessary .
U n f o r t u n a t e l y ,  a group o f  S o u t h e r n  s e n a t o r s  d i d  n o t  s u b s c r i b e  t o
Dabney's Line reasoning.  A f i l i b u s t e r  quickly blocked e f f o r t s  t o  pass
t h e  Wagner-Van Nuys b i l l .  The Richmond T i mes-Di  s p a t c h . one o f  t h e
S o u t h ' s  L e a d i n g  d a i l i e s ,  f o u n d  no r e d e e m i n g  q u a l i t i e s  i n  t h i s
o b s t r u c t i  oni sm:
No f i l i b u s t e r  which t h wa r t s  the  w i l l  of  b e t t e r  than
2- to-1  m a j o r i t i e s  in Congress and in the country as a
whole,  i s  ever  j u s t i f i e d .  That i s  not  democracy. I t
i s  t he  n e g a t i o n  of  democracy.  And when such a
f i l i b u s t e r  a l so causes  the  l e g i s l a t i v e  process  to  bog
down a t  a c r i t i c a l  p e r i o d ,  and d e l a y s  f o r  weeks ,  i f
n o t  months ,  t h e  e n a c t m e n t  of  c r u c i a l l y  i m p o r t a n t
r e c o v e r y  l e g i s l a t i o n ,  i t  i s  more i n d e f e n s i b l e  t h a n  
19ever .
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That  same month an a r t i c l e  w r i t t e n  by Dabney appeared in The Nat ion.
Dabney c o n f i d e n t l y  a s s e r t e d  t h a t  t h e  South ,  i n  e f f e c t ,  had a l r e a d y
r e j e c t e d  Lynching as a l e g i t i m a t e  p r ac t i c e .  While again acknowledging
t h a t  t h e  Sout h  was not  u n i f o r m l y  s u p p o r t i v e  o f  f e d e r a l  a n t i  l y n ch i n g
l e g i s l a t i o n ,  he s a i d  t h a t  "a change has  come o v e r  t h e  S o u t h , "  l e a v i n g
" th e  d i e h a r d s  . . . d i s t i n c t l y  in  t h e  m i n o r i t y . "  Dabney p o i n t e d  t o  t h e
s h i f t  i n  e d i t o r i a l  o p i n i o n  among S o u t h e r n  n e w s p a p e r s  as  p r o o f  o f  t h e
changing viewpoint .  V i r g i n i a  alone had e i gh t  d a i l i e s  advocat ing f e d e r a l
a n t i  Lynching l e g i s l a t i o n .  Major  n e w s p a p e r s  i n  L o u i s v i l l e ,  Miami,
Birmingham, Greensboro,  Houston, New Orleans,  and o ther  Southern c i t i e s
had j o i n e d  t h e  ca us e .  The e d i t o r s  o f  t h o s e  p a p e r s ,  Like Dabney,  were
r e p o r t i n g  o v e r wh e l m i n g  s u p p o r t  in  t h e  maiL coming from r e a d e r s .
C o n s i d e r i n g  t h i s  g r owing  c o n s e n s u s ,  and y e t  n o t i n g  t h a t  only  one
S o u t h e r n e r  had v o t e d  in  f a v o r  o f  t h e  Gavagan biLL when i t  p a s s e d  t h e
House, Dabney sa id  i t  was "apparent  t h a t  many Southern Repr es en t a t i ves
and Sena tor s  are  out  of  touch wi th sent iment  among t h e i r  c o n s t i t u e n t s  on
t h i s  i s s u e . "  On t h i s  m a t t e r ,  he was c e r t a i n  t h a t  t h e  p e op l e  o f  t h e
2DSouth were not  accu r a t e l y  r ep resen t ed  in Congress.
Dabney did not  l e t  the  i s sue  r e s t .  In h i s  four th  item t o  appear  in 
two weeks on t h i s  s u b je c t ,  he r e f u t e d  the s t a t e s '  r i g h t s  argument t h a t  a 
f e d e r a l  Law w o u l d  be i n v a s i v e .  R a t h e r  t h a n  u n d e r m i n i n g  t h e  
r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  o f  s t a t e s  t o  manage law e n f o r c e m e n t  a f f a i r s ,  t h e  
f ed e r a l  ant i  Lynching Law was designed to  place t h a t  duty squarely on the  
shoulders  of  the s t a t e s :
I f  the local  and S t a t e  a u t h o r i t i e s  p r o te c t  p r i sone r s  
commit ted to  t h e i r  custody,  and prevent  Lynchers from 
g e t t i n g  t h e i r  hands  on s a i d  p r i s o n e r s — as they  a r e  
aLmost invariabLy able  to  do— the Federal  Law wiLL not  
become o p e r a t i v e .  In o t h e r  words ,  i t  w i l l  be t h e
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f a u l t  of  local  and S t a t e  o f f i c i a l s  i f  the Federal  law 
i s  invoked,  and local  s e l f  government i s  undermined.
Unwil l ing t o  worship a t  the a l t a r  of s t a t e  sovere ignty ,  Dabney doubted
the  s i n c e r i t y  of many who did. Of those members of  Congress most Loudly
i n v o k i n g  t h e  name o f  S t a t e s '  r i g h t s  a g a i n s t  t h e  Wagner-Van Nuys b i l l ,
some wer e  "among t h e  most  a v i d  s e e k e r s  a f t e r  F e d e r a l  pap." From t h i s
f a c t  one co u ld  on ly  c onc lud e  t h a t  " they  a r e  t e r r i b l y  e x c i t e d  ab ou t
S t a t e s '  r i g h t s  when i t  s u i t s  t h e i r  convenience,  and not  a t  a l l  ex c i t ed
21about  them when i t  d o e s n ' t . ”
When Congress reconvened in January 1938, the  ant i  lynching b i l l  was 
t h e  f i r s t  i t em on t h e  S e n a t e ' s  agenda .  The b i L l  had been d e l a y e d  t o  
make way for  o t h e r  Le gi s la t ion  the  previous  summer and f a l l ,  and a s ho r t  
f i l i b u s t e r  had e f f e c t i v e l y  s t a l l e d  t h e  b i l l  t h ro ugh  t h e  end o f  t he  
s p ec i a l  sess ion.  But Dabney was o p t i m i s t i c  t h a t  open debate and quick 
ac t i on  could send the b i l l  through ea r l y  in the new sess ion.  He c a l l e d  
on t h e  s e n a t o r s  i n v o l v e d  t o  " d i s c u s s  i t  on i t s  m e r i t s ,  and s t o p  t h e i r  
admi t t ed l y  f u t i l e  f i l i b u s t e r i n g . " ^  Af te r  two days of  what was shaping 
up as  a f u l l - s c a l e  f i l i b u s t e r ,  Dabney c r i t i c i z e d  S e n a t o r  Reynolds  o f  
North Carol ina  by name and shared wi th h i s  r eaders  the i r r e l e v a n t  t o p i c s  
of  Reyno l ds '  unend i ng  s p e e c h e s .  F r u s t r a t e d  by what  was h a pp en i ng ,  
Dabney por t r ayed  the  f i l i b u s t e r  s o l e ly  as an o b s t r u c t i o n i s t  t a c t i c ,  not  
a Legi t imate  t oo l .  The only e f f e c t  would be t h a t  "a b i l l  which could be 
p a s s e d  i n  a few days  . . .  i s  p r o b a b l y  go ing  t o  consume two or  t h r e e  
weeks, and w i l l ,  in the  end, be passed a n y w a y . " ^
As t h e  f i l i b u s t e r  grew Longer,  so t oo  d i d  t h e  T i mes-Di s p a t c h  
e d i t o r i a l s  a g a i n s t  i t .  The s p e e c h e s  of  S e n a t o r s  Byrnes ,  B a i l e y ,  
Reynol ds ,  and H a r r i s o n  had become " h y s t e r i c a l  r a v i n g s "  and were
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" h u m i l i a t i n g  t o  anyone who v a l u e s  t h e  good name of  t h e  South . "  In a
r e l a t i v e  s e n s e ,  t he  p o n t i f i c a t i n g  s e n a t o r s  were  "doing f a r  more t o
arouse i n t e r s e c t i o n a l  antagonisms than enactment  of  the  Wagner-Van Nuys
b i l l  co u l d  e ve r  do." P a r t i c u l a r l y  s e r i o u s ,  t h o u g h t  Dabney,  was t h e i r
use o f  s t a t i s t i c s  t o  "prove"  t h a t  l yn ch i ng  was dy ing  ou t  i n  t h e  South.
He saw l i t t l e  s i g n i f i c a n c e  in the drop from twenty lynchings in 1935 to
e i g h t  in  1937,  and p o i n t e d  ou t  t h a t  a s i m i l a r  d e c l i n e  in  1932 had been
f o l l o w e d  by a r a p i d  r i s e  in two s u c c e e d i n g  y e a r s .  C e r t a i n  s t a t e s ,
ma i n l y  in t h e  Deep South ,  showed l i t t l e  i n c l i n a t i o n  e i t h e r  to  reduce
t h e i r  lynchings or to  charge the p a r t i c i p a n t s  wi th  murder.  Dabney was
s t i l l  convinced t h a t  those were " s t a t e s  in which lynching w i l l  a lmost
24c e r t a i n l y  never be wiped out ,  except  through Federal  L e g i s l a t i on . "
The s h r i l l n e s s  o f  t h e  f i l i b u s t e r  s p e e c h e s  gave Dabney a good
oppor tuni ty  to  underscore the r eac t i ona ry  views of  the senators .  He did
not  want r a t i o n a l  Southerners  to  accept  any d i s t o r t i n g  of  the i s s ue :
One of  t h e  t h i n g s  in [ t h e  s e n a t o r s ' ]  a t t i t u d e  which 
annoys  and h u m i l i a t e s  S o u t h e r n e r s  who have a more 
o b j e c t i v e  a t t i t u d e  on t h e  r a c e  p r ob le m,  i s  t h e  
a r g u m e nt  of  t h e  f  i I i b u s t e r e r s  t h a t  a c t i o n  by t h e  
Federal  Government to s top Lynching w i l l  in some way 
b r e a k  down t h e  b a r r i e r s  b e t ween  t h e  r a c e s .  " S o c i a l  
e qu a l i t y "  and " r a c i a l  amalgamation" are  bugaboos t h a t  
have been pa r ad ed  b e f o r e  t h e  j a d e d  g a l l e r i e s  t i m e  
a f t e r  t ime.
I f  t h e  s p e e c h e s  were  Lacking in  q u a l i t y ,  t h ey  were  of  s u f f i c i e n t  
q ua n t i ty  t h a t  Dabney grudgingly admi t t ed  the t a c t i c  was working. Af te r  
an a s s a u l t  Last ing more than two weeks, Dabney repor t ed  from Washington 
t h a t  t h e  W a g n e r - V a n  Nuys b i l l  m i g h t  be w i t h d r a w n ,  " a t  L e a s t  
temporari  Ly.
A Senate f i l i b u s t e r  had k i l l e d  an ant i  lynching b i l l  for  the  t h i r d  
t i m e  in  f i f t e e n  y e a r s .  The day a f t e r  i t  ended,  t h e  T i mes-Di s p a t c h
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rev i sed  i t s  assessment  of the  S ou th ' s  r ead iness  f o r  such a law:
In view of  t h e  m i s r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  o f  t h e  b i l l ' s  
p rov is io ns  and purposes  by i t s  s e n a t o r i a l  c r i t i c s ,  i t s  
p a s s a g e  t oday  would have done L i t t l e  good.  So much 
sen t i ment  throughout  the  South has l a t e l y  been aroused 
ag a i n s t  the  measure t h a t  i t  would, in a l l  l i ke l ihood ,  
have been unenforceable  a t  t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  t ime.
Dabney was not  w i l l i n g  t o  r e l e n t  on h i s  pr imary reason f o r  backing the
b i l l :  t h e  b e l i e f  t h a t  i t  was n e c e s s a r y .  He c h a l l e n g e d  t h e  S o u t he r n
s t a t e s  to  "make good on t h e i r  p r o t e s t a t i o n s  t h a t  they  can ' h a n d l e '  t h e
Lynching p r ob l em.  I f  t hey  f a i l ,  t hey  can t a k e  i t  f o r  g r a n t e d  t h a t  a
F e d e r a l  b i l l  w i l l  be p a s s e d . "  Dabney was n o t  e x p e c t i n g  t h e  need f o r  a
fede ra l  ant i  lynching law to diminish.^®
By l a t e  May near ly  e i gh t  months had passed wi th no Lynchings in the
South .  Even w i t h  such an a p p a r e n t  t r e n d  d e v e l o p i n g ,  Dabney warned h i s
r e a d e r s  n o t  t o  draw e r r o n e o u s  c o n c l u s i o n s .  He saw L i t t l e  r e a s o n  t o
b e l i e v e  t h e  South  had found  i t s  own way t o  end Lynching.  A f t e r  a l l ,
a sked  Dabney,  " i s  i t  no t  m e a n i n g f u l  t h a t  t h e  c e s s a t i o n  of  l y nc h i n g
happened to co inc ide  wi th the d r ive  f o r  a Federal  law, a dr ive  which a t
one t i m e  seemed ab ou t  t o  s u c c e e d ? "  The Wagner-Van Nuys b i l l  f a i l e d
passage,  but  was s t i l l ,  in one sense,  a success :
Even when t h e  law i s  m e r e l y  d e b a t e d  . . .  i t  seems  t o  
serve as a d e t e r r e n t  t o  would-be lynchers.  In f a c t ,  a 
whi t e  man in Alabama gave the  then c u r r e n t  d i scus s ion  
of such l e g i s l a t i o n  as one reason for  urging a mob to  
d i sp er se  a few months ago.
Notwi thstanding s evera l  months of Law and order  throughout  the  South,
Dabney remained "as c e r t a i n  as one can be of  anything in the  f u t u r e  t h a t
t h e r e  w i l l  be o the r  lynchings,  poss ib ly  many more." And i f  t h e r e  were
many, d eb a t e  on a f e d e r a l  law "ought  t o  be . . . r e v i v e d . "  But  he
p l a c e d  most  e m p h a s i s  on what  he saw as  t h e  c a u s e - e f f e c t  r e l a t i o n s h i p
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be t ween  C o n g r e s s i o n a l  d e b a t e  and S o u t h e r n  r e s p o n s e .  I f  t he  t h r e a t  o f
Leg i s l a t ion  had caused such general  compliance,  the  South was ev ident ly
27more aware than ever of  the need to  cont ro l  lynchers.
When l y n c h i n g s  resumed t h a t  summer,  Dabney d id  no t  c a l l  f o r
r e i n t r o d u c i n g  t h e  a n t i  Lynching b i l l  in Congres s .  I n s t e a d ,  he f o c u s e d
h i s  response on M is s i s s i pp i .  There a mob had shot  a b lack man, s e t  h i s
body on f i r e ,  d r ag ged  i t  t h ro u g h  t h e  town of  R o l l i n g  Fork,  and l e f t  i t
in the  c i t y  dump. Dabney c r i t i c i z e d  M i s s i s s i p p i ' s  e l e c t e d  o f f i c i a l s  a t
t h e  n a t i o n a l ,  s t a t e ,  and Local  Level s .  He r eminded  h i s  a u d i e n c e  t h a t
Senators  Harr i son and Bilbo had assured Americans from the  f l o o r  of the
S e n a t e  t h a t  S o u t h e r n  s t a t e s  cou l d  "manage t h e i r  own a f f a i r s . "  Dabney
proceeded t o  the  next Level,  with obvious sarcasm:
We seem t o  r e c a l l ,  t o o ,  t h a t  when t h e  F e d e r a l  law 
a p p e a r e d  t o  be on t h e  v e r g e  o f  p a s s a g e ,  t h e  
Miss i ss ipp i  L e g i s l a t u r e  went  t h rough  t h e  m o t i o n s  o f  
s t r e n g t h e n i n g  t h e  S t a t e  Law a g a i n s t  l y n c h i n g ,  and 
i n d i c a t e d  t h a t  Lynchers  i n  t h e  f u t u r e  would r e c e i v e  
rough t r e a t me n t  a t  the  hands of  the  local  a u t h o r i t i e s .
At the LocaL Level, no a r r e s t s  had been made in the case,  and no f u r t h e r
i n v e s t i g a t i o n  was planned/*®
By l a t e  November,  s i x  l y n c h i n g s  had o c c u r r e d  i n  t h e  South in  s i x
months,  four  of them in Mi ss i s s ipp i .  With wording even more b i t i n g  than
before ,  the Times-Di spatch asked for  a s s i s t a n c e  from i t s  readers :  " I f
l y n ch i n g  among us i s  mor ibund ,  we s h o u l d  l i k e  t o  have a d d i t i o n a l
e v i d e n c e  o f  t h e  f a c t . "  The Magnol i a  S t a t e  was a g a i n  s i n g l e d  ou t  from
the r e s t  of  the South:
P e r h a p s  we s h o u l d  g i v e  t h a n k s  f o r  t h e  L a t e s t  
e x h i b i t i o n  of  s a v a g e r y  t h e r e ,  f o r  t h e  s h e r i f f  o f  t h e  
coun t y  where  t h e  c r i m e  o c c u r r e d  a s s u r e s  t h e  p u b l i c  
t h a t  t h e  v i c t i m  was m e r e l y  hanged,  and ' t h e  mob d id  
not shoot  in to  the  Negro's body or burn him.'
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S t i l l ,  Dabney d i d  no t  c a l l  f o r  t h e  r e i n t r o d u c t i o n  of  t h e  f e d e r a l
a n t i  l y n c h i n g  b i l l .  He was c o n t e n t  t o  show t h a t ,  t e n  months  a f t e r  t h e
c o n c l u s i o n  of  t h e  s u c c e s s f u l  f i l i b u s t e r ,  c e r t a i n  S o u t h e r n  s t a t e s
r e m a i ne d  u n w i l l i n g  or  u n a b l e  t o  manage t h e i r  own a f f a i r s  i n  a manner
29upholding necessary s tandards  of  j u s t i c e .
The L a t t e r  h a l f  o f  1938 had been d i s h e a r t e n i n g  t o  anyone l oo k i n g  
f o r  e v i d e n c e  t h a t  t h e  South  was a b o u t  t o  end mob v i o l e n c e .  But  t h e  
s t a t i s t i c s  f or  1939 showed a sharp drop in the  number of Lynchings. The 
r e s u r g e n c e  t o  f i f t e e n  l y n c h i n g s  i n  1934 and t w e n t y  in  1935 had been 
fol lowed by only e i gh t  in 1936, e ig h t  in 1937, s ix  in 1938, and t h r e e  in 
1939.  Dabney was f i n a l l y  c o n v i n c e d  t h a t  t h e  Long- term t r e n d  was 
downward.  The T i mes-Di s p a t c h  wi t hd re w i t s  s u p p o r t  f o r  f e d e r a l  
a n t i  l y n c h i n g  l e g i s l a t i o n .  R a t h e r  t han  s u g g e s t i n g  t h a t  a few s t a t e s  
might  s t i  IL need prodding from Washington,  Dabney saw good news in the  
f a c t  t h a t  on ly  two S o u t h e r n  s t a t e s  had seen Lynchings  in  1939,  and 
poin ted  out  t h a t  one of the men Lynched t h a t  year  had been white.^O
In f e w e r  t h a n  t h r e e  y e a r s ,  Dabney had moved from t h e  view t h a t  
f e d e r a l  a c t i o n  was r e q u i r e d ,  t o  t h e  view t h a t  l y n c h i n g  was " nea r  
e x t i n c t i o n . "  He was s t i l l  of  the opinion t h a t  the t hrea t ened  passage of  
the  Wagner-Van Nuys b i l l  in January 1937 had done a g r ea t  deal  to  reduce 
t h e  o c c u r r e n c e  o f  l y n c h i n g .  But  now, l a t e  i n  1939,  t h a t  r e d u c t i o n  had 
become h i s  main p o i n t .  Dabney v i ewed  t h e  c o n d i t i o n s  i n  t h e  South as  
much i mproved  f rom t h o s e  o f  t h e  e a r l y  1 93 0 ' s ,  r e q u i r i n g  a d i f f e r e n t  
out Look:
Passage of  the  Federal  b i l l ,  under such c i rcumstances ,  
would be ap t  t o  do more harm than good. The a b j e c t i v e  
o f  such a Law i s  t o  wipe out  l y n c h i n g ,  w i t h o u t  
i n c r e as in g  antagonisms between the races,  but Lynching 
seems near  e x t i n c t i o n  anyway. The argument can welL
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be made,  t h e r e f o r e ,  t h a t  t h e  s i t u a t i o n  i s  n o t  u r g e n t  
enough t o  ca L L f o r  t h e  p a s s a g e  o f  a law which mi gh t  
i n c r ea se  i n t e r r a c i a l  a n i m o s i t i e s ,  i n s t ead  of  l essening 
them. ^
In 1937 Vi r g in i us  Dabney had c a l l e d  for  f ede ra l  l e g i s l a t i o n  as an 
e f f e c t i v e  t o o l  needed t o  b r i n g  an end t o  l y n ch in g .  But  t h a t  need no 
l o n g e r  e x i s t e d .  As a c o n s eq u en ce ,  w h i t e  S o u t h e r n e r s  would n o t  a c c e p t  
such a law;  b l a c k  S o u t h e r n e r s  would l o s e  more t h an  t hey  would g a i n .  
P a s s i n g  t h e  law now, as  a s t a t e m e n t  o f  p r i n c i p l e s ,  would do more harm 
t han  good.  To Dabney,  l e g i s l a t i o n  was b e s t  d e s i g n e d  a s  a w or k a b l e  
s o l u t i o n  t o  a p r ob le m,  and p a s s e d  a t  t h e  c o r r e c t  t i m e .  A f e d e r a l  
an t i  lynching Law was no more a pp r o pr i a t e  when the need was past  than i t  
was when the  need had not  ye t  a r i sen .
For lynching,  as fo r  o the r  t o p ic s  in race r e l a t i o n s ,  the  evo lu t ion  
of Dabney's t h ink ing  r e s i s t s  t idy  summarizat ion.  When mob v io lence  had 
been r e l e g a t e d  La rg e l y  t o  a few s t a t e s ,  he s t i  LL c o n s i d e r e d  a f e d e r a l  
Law n e c e s s a r y  f o r  t h o s e  S o u t h e r n e r s  who co u ld  n o t  'manage t h e i r  own 
a f f a i r s . '  When t h e  number of  m u rd e r s  d r opped  s t i l l  f u r t h e r ,  Dabney 
s imul taneous ly  e s c a l a t e d  h i s  a t t a c k  on one or two s t a t e s  and r e t r e a t e d  
from t h e  i d e a  o f  f e d e r a l  L e g i s l a t i o n .  To c o nc l u de  t h a t  Dabney had 
compromised h i s  s tandards ,  or  lacked convic t ion ,  would be to  s e t  him on 
a s t a g e  o f  a b s o l u t e s .  He v i ewed  r a c e  r e l a t i o n s  in  a more r e l a t i v e  
s e n se .  The w o r l d ' s  image of  an Amer ican South  l a c k i n g  in  c i v i l i z e d  
j u s t i c e  was undergoing r ev i s i on ,  he hoped, in l i g h t  of t he  c l e a r  t rend 
t o w a r d  f a r  f e w e r  l y n c h i n g s .  The onus  of  c o n t i n u i n g  m u r d e r s  was more 
f i r mly  on the  shoulders  of  backward s t a t e s  l i ke  M i s s i s s i p p i ,  for  whom 
the South as  a whole could not be he ld  respons ib le .  Once convinced t h a t  
r e spons ib le  S o u t h e r n e r s  wer e  b r i n g i n g  t h e  needed c hanges ,  Dabney saw 
f e d e ra l  muscle as i na ppr opr i a t e .
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*  *  *
In J a n u a r y  1937,  one month b e f o r e  he f i r s t  e n d o r s e d  t h e  Gavagan
b i l l ,  Dabney wrote an e d i t o r i a l  in support  of  graduate  and p r o f es s i o na l
educat ion f o r  V i r g i n i a ' s  blacks.  His column was prompted by a $500,000
gran t  from the  PWA for  con s t r u c t i on  of  t h re e  new bui ld i ngs  a t  V i r g i n i a
S t a t e  Col lege f o r  Negroes in Pe ter sburg.  This  f e d e ra l  aid,  sa id  Dabney,
would g i v e  t h e  c o l l e g e  t h e  f a c i l i t i e s  n e c e s s a r y  f o r  h i g h - q u a l i t y
undergraduate  educat ion.  He was concerned,  however,  t h a t  graduate  and
p r o f e s s i o n a l  c u r r i c u l a  and f a c i l i t i e s  would s t i l l  be l a c k i n g .  The
Times-Di spatch saw two reasons  to  provide higher  educat ion for  blacks
wi th i n  Vi rgini  a:
As i de  from t h e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e  S t a t e  i s  o b l i g a t e d  i n  
f a i r n e s s  t o  make graduate  and p r of es s i o na l  i n s t r u c t i o n  
a v a i l a b l e  to q u a l i f i e d  Negroes,  t h i s  group of 650,000 
c i t i z e n s  probably has the  l ega l  weapons wi th  which to  
compel such ac t ion .  I s  V i r g i n i a  w i l l i n g  to  perform 
i t s  o b l i g a t i o n s  v o l u n t a r i l y ,  or  w i l l  i t  wa i t  u n t i l  i t  
i s  f o r c e d  t o  do so by c o u r t  a c t i o n ,  w i th  a l l  t h e  
b i t t e r n e s s  and i l l - w i l l  which such a c t i o n  may be 
expected t o  genera te?
Although he was obviously concerned wi th avoiding l egal  ac t ion ,  Dabney
p l a c e d  mos t  e m p ha s i s  on t h e  p o i n t  t h a t  t h e s e  chang es  were  t r u l y
necessary,  t h a t  t h i s  was a way in which the  s t a t e  could give " t ang i b l e
32evidence of i t s  d e s i r e  to  do j u s t i c e  t o  i t s  Negro taxpayers . "
The n e x t  y e a r ,  in M i s s o u r i  ex.  re 1. Ga i nes  v. Canada (305 U.S.
337), the Uni ted S t a t e s  Supreme Court  ruled t h a t  a s t a t e  was o b l i ga t ed
t o  a d m i t  b l a c k s  t o  i t s  u n i v e r s i t y  i f  e qu a l  f a c i l i t i e s  were  not
a v a i l a b l e  w i t h i n  t h a t  s t a t e .  V i r g i n i a  S t a t e  was one of  on l y  two
u n i v e r s i t i e s  in  t h e  South which were  a l r e a d y  p r o v i d i n g  g r a d u a t e  
i n s t r u c t i o n  f o r  b l a c k s . 33 But  V i r g i n i a  d i d  n o t  y e t  have p ro g r am s  f o r
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b l a c k s  in v a r i o u s  p r o f e s s i o n a l  c u r r i c u l a ,  w i t h  t h e  r e s u l t  t h a t  
admiss ions  a p p l i c a t i o n s  from blacks  would cont inue to place pressure  on 
the  e x i s t i n g  system of s egrega t ion .  Dabney, though he saw h i m s e l f  as an 
a d v o c a t e  o f  e d u c a t i o n a l  j u s t i c e  f o r  b l a c k s ,  d r ew t h e  l i n e  a t  
desegregat i  on.
Fol lowing t he  Gaines dec i s ion ,  the  N.A.A.C.P. made f u r t h e r  inroads
a g a i n s t  t h e  " s e p a r a t e  b u t  e q u a l "  d o c t r i n e .  Because  e q ua l  f a c i l i t i e s
were  a r a r i t y ,  t h e  a s s o c i a t i o n ' s  l e g a l  s t a f f  b r o u g h t  s u i t s  i n  s e v e r a l
s t a t e s  t o  fo rce  the  admiss ion of b lacks  to  previous ly  a l l - w h i t e  graduate
and p r o f es s io n a l  schools .  Dabney's f e a r s  of  the  long-term p o s s i b i l i t i e s
c aus ed  him t o  r e a c t  s t r o n g l y .  In J u l y  1939,  he w r o t e  an e d i t o r i a l
c r i t i c a l  of  what  he saw as  t h e  N.A.A.C.P.'s " r a d i c a l  g o a l s . "  Dabney
r epor t ed  to  h i s  r eaders  t h a t  Char les  H. Houston, s p e c i a l  counsel  f o r  the
N.A.A.C.P., had c l a r i f i e d  t h e  g r o u p ' s  g o a l s  i n  a speech  a t  an N.A.A.C.P.
convent ion in Richmond. Houston had c a l l e d  for  the en r o l lmen t  of bLacks
a t  t h e  same g r a d u a t e  and p r o f e s s i o n a l  s c h o o l s  a t t e n d e d  by w h i t e s .
Dabney,  who c o n t i n u e d  t o  t h i n k  t h a t  e qua l  f a c i l i t i e s  were  in  f a c t
o b t a i n a b l e ,  saw no need t o  c a l l  f o r  d e s e g r e g a t i o n .  Once begun,  such
i n t e g r a t i o n  would spread throughout  the educa t iona l  system:
I f  admiss ion to  the  graduate  and p r o f e s s i o n a l  schools  
o f  a l l  t h e  S o u t h e r n  S t a t e  u n i v e r s i t i e s  i s  t h e  
o b j e c t i v e  of  the  a s s o c i a t i o n ,  why not  admiss ion to  the  
undergraduate  depar tments?  Wil l  we not be t o l d ,  ere  
long,  t h a t  Negro c h i l d r e n ,  or  t h e i r  p a r e n t s ,  a r e  
u n w i l L i n g ,  as  a m a t t e r  of  p r i n c i p l e  . . . t o  be
segrega ted  in t h e  e lementary and secondary schools?34
Dabney's imagina t ion  did not  s top there .  Looking back a few year s ,  
he remembered t h e  N.A.A.C.P.'s c a l l  f o r  r e p e a l  of  a l l  l aws  f o r b i d d i n g  
r a c i a l  i n t e rm ar r i a g e .  I t  was c l e a r  to Dabney t h a t  these  two t re nds  were 
r e l a t e d ,  and t h a t  the consequences would be most un des i r ab l e :
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The r e s u l t s  of such repeaL, coupled wi th aboLi t ion of 
s eg rega t i on  in the  schools  and co l l eg es  of  the  South,  
can r e ad i l y  be foreseen.  Racia l  amalgamation would go 
forward a t  g r ea t ly  a c c e l e r a t e d  speed.
Dabney closed by reviewing the c r e d e n t i a l s  of  the Times—Disoatch as an
advocate of  f a i r  and reasonable  reforms to  b e n e f i t  blacks .  He pointed
t o  the paper ' s  campaign a g a i n s t  lynching,  as wel l  as  i t s  endorsement  of
equal  pay for  b lack and whi t e  t ea ch e r s  wi th comparable t r a i n i n g .  But he
was c e r t a i n  t h a t  t h e  N.A.A.C.P. was o u t  of  t ou ch  w i t h  t h e  p u b l i c ' s
d e s i r e s ,  so c e r t a i n  in f a c t  t h a t  he was w i l l i n g  t o  speak f o r  both races:
The T i me s - D i  s p a t c h  i s  f r a n k  t o  say  t h a t  t h e  
a s s o c i a t i o n ' s  program i s  e n t i r e l y  too  r a d i c a l ,  and 
t h a t  we do not  be l i eve  the bulk of  Negress,  l e t  alone 
the  whi tes ,  w i l l  t h i nk  of  suppor t ing i t .  5
Dabney,  a c o n s i s t e n t  s u p p o r t e r  o f  economic  e q u a l i t y  f o r  b l a c k s ,
u n d e r s t o o d  t h a t  e d u c a t i o n a l  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  would have t o  p r e c e d e  any
meaningful  improvement in b lack incomes.  But i t  was equal ly  c l ea r ,  to
him, t h a t  the desegrega t ion  of schools  would lead i ne v i t a b l y  to s oc ia l
e q u a l i t y  and m i s c e g e n a t i o n .  In t h i s  and in L a t e r  d i s c u s s i o n s  o f
i n t e g r a t i o n ,  Dabney's nega t ive  view of r a c i a l  mixing would s e t  d i s t i n c t
l i m i t s  t o  h i s  Liberal ism.
W r i t i n g  f o r  a n a t i o n a l  a u d i e n c e  in  t h e  A p r i l  1942 i s s u e  of  The 
At l a n t i  c Month Lv. Dabney d i s c u s s e d  t h e  e d u c a t i o n  of  b l a c k s  w i t h o u t  
d e l v i n g  i n t o  t h e  q u e s t i o n  o f  r a c i a l  mi xing .  I n s t e a d ,  he a s s e s s e d  t h e  
c a l i b e r  of  educat ion f o r  Southern b lacks  and the bes t  methods f o r  f u t u r e  
i m p r ov em en t s .  B l ack  c o l  Leges,  n e a r l y  a l l  of  which were  i n  t h e  Sou th ,  
had seen enr o l lmen t  i nc r ease  by more than seventeen t imes  in t w e n t y - f i v e  
years .  Dabney was a l s o  buoyed by "the cons tan t l y  improving a t t i t u d e  of 
t h e  w h i t e s  t o w a r d  t he  d e s i r a b i l i t y  o f  p r o v i d i n g  d e c e n t  e d u c a t i o n a l  
f a c i l i t i e s  and s t a n d a r d s  f o r  t h e  b l a c k s . "3® He a d m i t t e d  t h a t  wide
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d i f f e r e n t i a l s  st iLL ex i s t ed  between the s a l a r i e s  of b lack t e ac he r s  and
those of  whi tes ,  and in the  per c ap i t a  expendi tures  on black schools  and
whi te  schools .  But cons ide r ing  the enormity of  the South' s  t ask ,  Dabney
said ,  the p rogres s  thus  f a r  had been l a rge ly  s a t i s f a c t o r y :
Here i s  a r a c e  o nl y  a c o u p l e  of  g e n e r a t i o n s  removed
f r o m  s l a v e r y ,  w h o s e  e d u c a t i o n  b e c a m e  t h e  
r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  o f  a conquer ed  and Looted peop le .
Although t h a t  people had wholly inadequate funds with 
which t o  f i n a n c e  even one s a t i s f a c t o r y  sys tem of  
p u b l i c  s c h o o l s ,  i t  was s a d d l e d  w i t h  t h e  s t a g g e r i n g  
e x t r a  burden  of  a dua l  s y s t e m  . . . .  A b o l i t i o n  o f  
the  dual  school  system would br ing the  o b je c t i ve  much 
nea r e r  r e a l i z a t i o n ,  but  i t  may as wel l  be s t a t e d  t h a t  
t h e  South has  no i n t e n t i o n  now, or  a t  any t i m e  i n  t h e  
m e a s u r a b l e  f u t u r e ,  o f  s e e k i n g  economi es  by t h e  
educat ion of  both races  in t h e  same publ i c  schools .
Much of the a r t i c l e  was devoted t o  the  i m p l i c a t i o n s  of the  Gaines
d e c i s i o n .  Four  y e a r s  a f t e r  t h a t  r u l i n g ,  t h e  d e b a t e  ov er  s c h o o l
desegregat ion  s t i l l  involved p r i m ar i ly  the c e n te r s  of  higher  educat ion.
Having argued t h a t  the South could not  a f fo r d  dual  educa t iona l  systems,
and y e t  u n w i l l i n g  t o  see  d e s e g r e g a t i o n  as  w o r k a b l e ,  Dabney c o n c l ud ed
t h a t  the  only way out was t o  provide regional  i n s t i t u t i o n s  for  blacks.
This plan,  under which s eve ra l  Southern s t a t e s  would fund c e n t r a l i z e d
gradua te  and p r o f es s i o n a l  schools  f o r  blacks,  was popular  among those
S o u t h e r n  L i be r aLs  who would no t  e n d o r s e  d e s e g r e g a t i o n .  B e s i d e s ,
reasoned Dabney, black s tu de n t s  "would a lmost  c e r t a i n l y  be happier  a t  an
aLl-Negro i n s t i t u t i o n  providing work of  equal  exce l l ence"  to  t h a t  found
in  w h i t e  u n i v e r s i t i e s .  As p r o o f ,  he no t ed  t h e  s i t u a t i o n  a t  F i s k
Unive r s i ty  in Nashvi l l e :
For ty- two percen t  of  the  s tuden t  body . . . comes from 
t h e  Nor th ,  and e v i d e n t l y  p r e f e r s  t h e  h omogene i t y  o f  
the  Fisk a l l -Negro  s tudent  body to the  mixed s tuden t  
bodies  a v a i l a b l e  to  them in t h e i r  home s t a t e s .
But t h e  Ga ine s  r u l i n g  had s t a t e d  t h a t  an equa l  e d u c a t i o n ,  i f
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p r o v i d e d  s e p a r a t e l y ,  must  be a v a i l a b l e  in  t h e  s t u d e n t ' s  home s t a t e .
Dabney ' s  s a m p l i n g  of  e x p e r t  o p i n i o n s  c a u s e d  him t o  t h i n k  t h i s
s t i p u l a t i o n  might  be relaxed.  He quoted leading Southern educators  and
a p ro fe s so r  of  c o n s t i t u t i o n a l  Law, concluding t h a t  a regional  compact
among s t a t e s  would be c o n s t i t u t i o n a l  and o b v i o u s l y  would p r o v i d e
i n s t r u c t i o n  f a r  s u p e r i o r  t o  t h a t  o b t a i n a b l e  i f  t h e  very  l i m i t e d  f u nd s
w e r e  n o t  p ooLe d .  Even i f  t h e  c o u r t s  w e r e  t o  c o n s i d e r  s u c h  an
educa t iona l  system c o n s t i t u t i o n a l ,  the Congress would f i r s t  have to  pass
such a law.  Dabney saw t h a t ,  in t u r n ,  as d epend ing  on t h e  N.A.A.C.P.,
and w h e t h e r  i t  v i ewed  such r e g i o n a l  c e n t e r s  o f  h i g h e r  e d u c a t i o n  as
i n i m i c a l  t o  t h e  i n t e r e s t s  o f  b l a c k  S o u t h e r n e r s . ^  To Dabney,  such a
soLution seemed reasonable .  I t  would provide h i g h - q u a l i t y  educat ion to
t a l e n t e d  b l a c k s ,  which t hey  d e s e r v e d .  I t  would make good use  of
a v a i l a b l e  revenue,  which was Limited.  And i t  would func t ion  wi th i n  the
framework of  s egrega t ion ,  which Dabney was not  prepared t o  abandon.
* * *
Like Lynching, the p o l l  tax was a t o p i c  of  publ i c  debate  which of ten  
led to d i scu ss io ns  regarding the proper  ro le  of  f ede ra l  power. In h i s  
f i r s t  t e n  y e a r s  as  e d i t o r ,  V i r g i n i u s  Dabney w r o t e  a t  l e a s t  n i n e t y  
e d i t o r i a l s  advocat ing p o l l  t ax  reform or repea l .  At no t ime did he f e e l  
t h a t  f e de r a l  ac t i on  was necessary.  On t h i s  i s sue ,  he maintained f a i t h  
in the a b i l i t y  of  the Southern s t a t e s  to  l i b e r a l i z e  the f ranchi se .  More 
s p e c i f i c a l l y ,  he was conf iden t  t h a t  p r ogres s i ve  j o u r n a l i s t s  and Liberal  
o r g a n i z a t i o n s  in  t h e  South co u l d  p e r s u a d e  bo t h  p o l i t i c i a n s  and t he  
p o pu l a c e  t h a t  p o l l  t a x e s  impeded t h e  d ev e l op me nt  of  democracy in  t h e  
r e g i o n .  But  Dabney d i d  no t  oppose  p o l l  t a x e s  o u t  of  co nc e r n  f o r  t h e i r  
e f f e c t  on b lack  vot ing.  In f a c t ,  many of h i s  w r i t i n g s  show a concer ted
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e f f o r t  to  n e u t r a l i z e  race as an i ssue  wi th i n  m a t t e r s  of  the  f ranch i se .
Beginning in the 1890's,  Southern s t a t e s  had enacted po l l  t axes  as 
a means o f  r emoving b l a c k s  from t h e  p o l l i n g  booth .  The rampant  
p o l i t i c a l  c o r rup t ion  in the  pos t -be l lum South was blamed on p l i a n t  black 
vo t e r s ,  so t h a t  thei  r removal from the e l e c t o r a t e  was, to many whi tes ,  a 
p r o g r e s s i v e  r e f o r m .  P r o v i s i o n s  of  t he  p o l l  t a x  Laws v a r i e d  among 
s t a t e s ,  but  in  g e n e r a l  t hey  c o n t r i b u t e d  t o  a s h a r p  drop  in t h e  
p e r c e n t a g e  of  b l a c k s  who v o t e d .  However,  many poor  w h i t e s  wer e  a l s o  
d i s f r an ch i se d .  As the  Great  Depression spread pover ty to Large segments 
of  the Southern popula t ion,  even fewer  c i t i z e n s  were able  t o  a f fo r d  the 
t ax  t o  vote.  With good reason,  Dabney saw the p o l l  t ax  as having become 
an i s s u e  o f  eco no mi c s  and p o l i t i c s ,  more t h a n  of  r a c e .  But  many who 
d e f e nd ed  t h e  t a x  s t i l l  v i ewed  i t  a s  a t o o l  t o  c o n t r o l  b l a c k s .  Dabney 
and o t h e r  L i b e r a l s  wouLd have t o  d e a l  w i t h  t h e  r a c i a l  a s p e c t s  o f  t h e  
p o l l  t a x  i f  t hey  were  t o  p r ove  t h e  need t o  modi fy or  remove t h e  t ax .
When Dabney began w r i t i n g  e d i t o r i a l s  c a l l i n g  for  po l l  t ax  reform,  
t h e  t a x  was s t i l l  t h e  Law in e i g h t  S o u t h e r n  s t a t e s :  V i r g i n i a ,  South
Carol ina ,  Georgia,  Alabama, M is s i s s i p p i ,  Arkansas,  Texas,  and Tennessee.  
He f o c u s e d  h i s  a t t e n t i o n  on V i r g i n i a ' s  t a x ,  s e t  i n  t h e  C o n s t i t u t i o n  of  
1902. I t  r equ i red  t h a t  a v o t e r  r e g i s t e r  a t  l e a s t  s ix  months before  the 
genera l  e l e c t i o n  and pay $1.50 for  each of t h re e  consecut ive  years .  In 
t h e  autumn o f  1937,  Dabney e d i t o r i a l l y  s u p p o r t e d  a p r o p o s a l  t o  r ed u ce  
t h e  p o l l  t a x  t o  $1.00,  payabLe f o r  on l y  one y e a r ,  and due t h r e e  months  
b e f o r e  t h e  e l e c t i o n . ^  He v i ew ed  such a change a s  a good s t a r t ,  i f  
repeal  was not  ye t  p os s i b l e ,  but asked h i s  readers ,  "What has f i n a n c i a l  
a b i l i t y  t o  do w i t h  a b i l i t y  t o  c a s t  a d i s c e r n i n g  v o t e  on pubLic  
q u e s t i o n s ? "  E v e n t u a l l y ,  he hoped,  a c o n s t i t u t i o n a l  amendment would
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remove the po l l  t ax from the Vi r g i n i a  Co n s t i tu t io n ,  Leaving the  General
Assembly to  s e t  f r an ch i se  requi rement s  by s t a t u t e .  I l l i t e r a t e s ,  though,
were not d e s i r a b l e  vo t er s ,  and Dabney c a l l ed  f or  an i m p a r t i a l l y  enforced
Li teracy t e s t  to  accompany any changes in the  p o l l  t a x . ^
Addressing the  p r i n c i p a l  a r gumen t  of  p o l l  t a x  s u p p o r t e r s ,  Dabney
a t tempted  to  aLLay t h e i r  f e a r s :
The o n l y  s o - c a l l e d  r e a s o n  e v e r  g i v e n  . . . f o r  
r e t a i n i n g  the [pol l  t ax]  i s  t h a t  i t  ' p r o t e c t s  us from 
t h e  Negro v o t e . 1 Nor th C a r o l i n a ,  w i t h  a La rge r  
p e r c e n t a g e  o f  Negroes  t h a n  V i r g i n i a ,  a b o l i s h e d  t h e  
p o l l  t a x  i n  1920 as  a p r e r e q u i s i t e  t o  v o t i n g ,  and t h e  
s k i e s  h a v e n ' t  f a l l e n  down t h e r e ,  n e i t h e r  has  ' w h i t e  
supremacy'  been endangered.
North Carol ina ,  which quickly became Dabney's f a v o r i t e  example showing
t he  b e n e f i t s  of  p o l l  t a x  r e p e a l ,  had moved t o  t h e  use  o f  a l i t e r a c y
t e s t .  Dabney d e s c r i b e d  s u c h  a t e s t  a s  c a p a b l e  o f  e l i m i n a t i n g
" u n l e t t e r e d  v o t e r s  of both r aces , "  and f a i l e d  to  qu es t i on  whether such
q u a l i f i c a t i o n s  might  be enforced in a r a c i a l  Ly d i sc r i m i n a t o r y  manner .^
I f  r a c i a l  c o n s i d e r a t i o n s  were  pa r amount  i n  t h e  r i s e  o f  t h e  p o l l
tax,  they were not ,  s a id  Dabney, of g r ea t  consequence in i t s  r epea l :
No m o d i f i c a t i o n  of  t h e  p o l l - t a x  l aws  would a f f e c t ,  
e x c e p t  in  a few c a s e s ,  t h e  Negro who wan t ed  t o  v o t e .
O t he r  me t hods  have proved  e f f e c t i v e  in k eep ing  him 
away from t h e  p o l l s  . . . .  I f  t h e  p o l l  t a x  Laws a r e  
r e v i s e d ,  and a La rger  number  o f  S o u t h e r n e r s  become 
v o t e r s ,  most of them w i l l  be whi tes  and not  Negroes.  4
Dabney was c o r r e c t  t h e t  apathy among black vo te r s ,  and var ious  forms of
p r e s s u r e  to keep them from vot ing,  would g r e a t l y  r e s t r i c t  the  number of
b l a c k  v o t e r s  even a f t e r  L i b e r a l i z a t i o n  of  t h e  f r e n c h i s e .  He s o u g h t  a
general  expansion of  the  e l e c t o r a t e ,  whi le  keeping out t he  i l l i t e r a t e .
However, Dabney did not  c a l l  f o r  a broadened f r an ch i se  among blacks  as a
group.
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In  a d v o c a t i n g  r e p e a l  of  V i r g i n i a ' s  p o l l  t a x ,  Dabney exposed  t h e  
myths which had been used t o  j u s t i f y  i t s  ex i s t ence .  Beyond the  ques t i on  
o f  s t i f l i n g  t h e  b l a c k  v o t e ,  t h e  p o l l  t a x  was o f t e n  h a i l e d  f o r  i t s  
u s e f u l n es s  in r a i s i n g  funds f o r  educat ion and in keeping demagogues out  
o f  o f f i c e .  V i r g i n i a ' s  r e s t r i c t e d  e l e c t o r a t e ,  s a id  Dabney, c o n t r ib u te d  
in po l l  t axes  an amount l e s s  than h a l f  t h a t  which would be r a i s e d  f o r  
schools  i f  the Levy was demanded of  a l l  V i r g i n i a ns  whether  or not  they 
v o t e d . ^  He was q u i c k ,  t o o ,  in  d i s p u t i n g  t h e  a s s u m p t i o n  t h a t  a s m a l l  
e l e c t o r a t e  was Less L i ke l y  to  p l a c e  a demagogue in  o f f i c e .  When t h e  
Newpor t  News Dai Ly P r e s s  a s s e r t e d  t h a t  t h e r e  were  'no B l e a s e s ,  no 
Hef l ins ,  no Longs, no Bi lbos ,  no A l f a l f a  B i l l s '  in V i r g in i a  as a d i r e c t  
r e s u l t  o f  t h e  p o l l  t a x ,  Dabney q u i c k l y  d e m o n s t r a t e d  h i s  knowledge of  
h i s t o r y .  With the  one except ion of ' A l f a l f a  BiLL' Murray of Oklahoma, 
expla ined  Dabney, a l l  the  most no to r i ous  demagogues of r ecen t  memory in 
the  South had been e l e c t e d  t o  o f f i c e  by a polL- taxed e lectora te .^® By 
the end of  1938, Dabney's e d i t o r i a l s  were e f f e c t i v e l y  b l a s t i n g  the p o l l  
t a x  as  an a n a c h r o n i s t i c  r emnan t  of  an e a r l i e r  age,  a r o a d b l o c k  t o  
democrat ic  and educa t iona l  progress ,  mainta ined by an unreasoning f e a r  
of  the  r a c i a l  consequences which would accompany i t s  repeal .
But Dabney's c a l l  f o r  f e d e ra l  a c t io n  a g a i n s t  lynching did not  Lead 
him to caLL for  s i m i l a r  a c t i on  to  end p o l l  taxes.  On December 7,  1937, 
the Uni ted S t a t e s  Supreme Court  ru led unanimously to uphold a po l l  t ax  
law i n  G eo r g i a ,  a d e c i s i o n  Dabney r ea d  a s  i n d i c a t i n g  t h a t  " t h e r e  i s  no 
hope of  e l i m i n a t i n g  the Vi rg in i a  t ax  by an appeal  to  t h a t  t r i b u n a l . " ^  
He f e l t  t h a t  the  high cour t  would not ,  and t h e  Congress should not ,  use 
f e d e ra l  power a g a i n s t  po l l  t a xes  in the South. In the summer of  1939, 
when R e p r e s e n t a t i v e  Geyer  o f  C a l i f o r n i a  i n t r o d u c e d  a b i l l  t o  end p o l l
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t axes  as a p r e r e q u i s i t e  to  vot ing in f e d e r a l  e l e c t i o n s ,  Dabney declared 
t h e  meas ure  " a l m o s t  c e r t a i n l y  u n c o n s t i t u t i o n a l . "  As p r o o f ,  he c i t e d  
p a s s a g e s  f rom A r t i c L e 1,  A r t i c l e  11,  and t h e  F o u r t e e n t h  Amendment t o  
t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  C o n s t i t u t i o n .  I t  r em ai ne d  Dabney' s  view t h a t  
" repeal  of  t he  [ po l l ]  t ax  in t he  e i gh t  S t a t e s  which r e t a i n  i t ,  must come 
through a c t i o n  of  the  S t a t e s  themselves  and t h e i r  c i t i z e n s ,  r a t h e r  than 
by act  of Congress."48
Of Dabney' s  many o b j e c t i o n s  t o  p o l l  t a x e s ,  he was p r o b a b l y  most  
i n c e n s e d  a b o u t  t h e  b l o c k  p a y m e n t  o f  p o l l  t a x e s  by p o l i t i c a l  
o rgan i za t ions .  He was quick to  po i n t  out t he  c o n t r a d i c t i o n  between t h i s  
common p r a c t i c e  and the  o f t e n - s t a t e d  r a t i o n a l e  t h a t  po l l  t axes  removed 
t h e  p u r c h a s a b l e  e l e m e n t  from t h e  e l e c t o r a t e . 48 As s u p p o r t e r s  o f  t h e  
Geyer  b i l l  worked t o  s e c u r e  i t s  p a s s a g e ,  Dabney warned S o u t h e r n e r s  in  
t h e  e i g h t  a f f e c t e d  s t a t e s  t h a t  p a s s a g e  o f  such l e g i s l a t i o n  would be 
l a r g e l y  t h e  r e s u l t  o f  t h e i r  r e s i s t a n c e  t o  even modes t  r e f o r m s  i n  p o l l  
t ax Laws.88
Despi te  the r e c a l c i t r a n c e  of  many Southerners ,  Dabney was a t  t imes  
very o p t i m i s t i c  t h a t  each po l l  t ax s t a t e  could e f f e c t  r epea l  of  i t s  own 
accord.  Much of  Dabney's f a i t h  came from h i s  b e l i e f  in the  per suas ive  
in f l uence  of  the p r es s  and of c e r t a i n  l i b e r a l  groups in the South. When 
the  V i r g i n i a  L e g i s l a t u r e  passed a b i l l  s e t t i n g  p e n a l t i e s  f o r  the  block 
payment  of  poLl  t a x e s ,  Dabney c r e d i t e d  V i r g i n i a ' s  n e w s p a p e r s  w i t h  
applying the  necessary p re s s ure  on the  l e g i s l a t i v e  commit tees  which had 
previous ly  blocked the measure.8  ^ When p r ogres s i ve—minded groups passed 
r e s o l u t i o n s  a g a i n s t  the  po l l  tax,  Dabney saw such a c t i o n s  as  i n d i c a t i v e  
of  the d i r e c t i o n  in which the e n t i r e  South would soon turn.  Wri t ing fo r  
t h e  New York Times  Maaazi  ne in  F e b r u a r y  1939,  t h e  e d i t o r  of  t h e
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Richmond Times-Disoatch was c e r t a i n  t h a t  reform was coming. "From the 
crags  above Harper ' s  Ferry to  the  mesas f r i ng i ng  the  Rio Grande a r ev o l t  
i s  b r e w i n g  a g a i n s t  t he  polL t a x  . . . .  The q u e s t i o n  now i s  how soon 
the  movement w i l l  grow s t rong enough to persuade the  South to abol i sh  
t h e  l evy . "  Dabney saw,  as  " s t r i k i n g  e v i d e n c e  o f  t h e  r e v o l t , "  t h e  f a c t  
t h a t  t h e  29 members o f  t h e  S o u t h e r n  P o l i c y  Commi t t ee ,  o f  whom he was 
one, had unanimously approved a r e so l u t i o n  c a l l i n g  for  the a b o l i t i o n  of 
p o l l  t axes  as a p r e r e q u i s i t e  to vot ing.5^ He applauded the  e f f o r t s  of 
t h e  S o u t h e r n  E l e c t o r a l  Reform League,  which was founded a t  Richmond 
e a r l y  in 1941,  and caLLed f o r  t h e  r e p l a c e m e n t  of  poIL t a x e s  w i th  
l i t e r a c y  t e s t s . ^  Like many l i b e r a l s ,  Dabney viewed such groups as very 
i n f l u e n t i a l .  These and s i m i l a r  o r gan i za t i ons  might  have been ahead of  
many S o u t h e r n e r s  i n  t h e i r  t h i n k i n g ,  b u t  Dabney saw them a s  
r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  of  a change in a t t i t u d e s  coming in the  near  term.®^
The case of  Odel l  Wal ler  i l l u s t r a t e s  the i s s u es  of  race and c l a s s  
i n  Dabney' s  w r i t i n g s  on b e h a l f  o f  p o l l  t a x  r e p e a l .  W a l l e r ,  a young 
b lack sharecropper  in P i t t s y l v a n i a  County, Vi rg in ia ,  was accused of the 
murde r  o f  Oscar  Davi s ,  t h e  w h i t e  t e n a n t  f a r m e r  whose land he f a rmed .  
The c r i m e  was c o m m i t t e d  J u l y  15,  1940.  On S ep t e m b e r  27, W a l l e r  was 
c o n v i c t e d  o f  f i r s t  d e g r e e  mu rd er  and s e n t e n c e d  t o  d i e  i n  t h e  e l e c t r i c  
cha i r .  Dabney took up Wal le r ' s  cause and wrote  many e d i t o r i a l s  on h i s  
behal f .  To Dabney, the  c e n t r a l  i ssue  was whether  Wal ler  had been denied 
e q ua l  p r o t e c t i o n  of  t h e  l aws  by b e i n g  c o n v i c t e d  by a j u r y  c o m p r i s e d  
e n t i r e l y  of  c i t i z e n s  who had p a i d  t h e i r  p o l l  t a x e s .  At i s s u e  were 
q u e s t i o n s  of  bo th  r a c e  and c l a s s .  Dabney gave more a t t e n t i o n  t o  t h e  
l a t t e r .
The composi t ion of  the  j u r y  convic t ing  Wal ler  was a m a t t e r  of  some
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d i s p u t e .  The Workers '  Defense  League,  a L e f t i s t  o r g a n i z a t i o n  which 
organized Wal le r ' s  defense,  c laimed t h a t  the j u ry  was chosen from a Lis t  
o f  LocaL c i t i z e n s  who had p a i d  t h e i r  p o l l  t a x e s .  Al though t h a t  
con ten t ion  had not  been proven,  Dabney f e l t  t he  ma t t e r  deserved a c l ose r  
Look:
I f  V i r g i n i a  j u r i e s  a r e  being chosen exc l us ive ly  from 
L i s t s  of  p e r s o n s  e l i g i b l e  t o  v o t e ,  and hence  from 
p e r s o n s  who must  have p a i d  t h e i  r p o l l  t a x e s ,  we have 
one more a r gumen t  a g a i n s t  t h a t  u n j u s t i f i a b l e  l evy.
J u r o r s  ough t  no t  t o  be drawn from t h e  v o t i n g  L i s t ,  
and i f  t h a t  was done in  t he  W a l l e r  c a s e ,  or  i f  i t  i s  
being done elsevdiere in Vi r g in i a ,  the  p r a c t i c e  should 
be d i scon t i nued .
P i t t s y l v a n i a  County o f f i c i a l s  mainta ined t h a t  j u r y  l i s t s  were not  drawn 
e n t i r e l y  from p o l l  t a x  L i s t s .  But  i t  was g e n e r a l l y  u n d e r s t o o d  t h a t  
every member of the Wal ler  j u r y  had paid h i s  p o l l  tax.  Report ing these  
d e v e l o p m e n t s  a c r o s s  s e v e r a l  months ,  Dabney posed t h e  q u e s t i o n  of  
"whether  the  commissioners  did not  conscious ly,  or unconsciously,  lean 
t o w a r d  t h e  c h o i c e  o f  t h e  r e l a t i v e l y  w e l l - t o - d o "  a s  t hey  s e l e c t e d  t h e  
j u r y  for  " t h i s  case involving economic and s o c i a l  c o n f l i c t . " ^
The Vi rg in i a  Supreme Court  of  Appeals upheld Wal ler ' s  convic t ion  by 
t h e  t r i a l  c o u r t ,  t h e  C h i e f  J u s t i c e  w r i t i n g  t h a t  no e v i d e n c e  had been 
o f fe r ed  to show t h a t  the grand or p e t i t  j u r i e s  had been drawn from po l l  
t ax  L i s t s ,  or t h a t  WalLer h i m s e l f  had not  paid the  p o l l  tax.  The Times-  
Di s p a t c h  a d m i t t e d  t h a t  t h i s  was no S c o t t s b o r o  cas e .  "The W a l l e r  ca s e  
n e v e r  i m p r e s s e d  us  a s  an i d e a l  one w i t h  w h i c h  t o  t e s t  t h e  
c o n s t i t u t i o n a l i t y  o f  making p o l l - t a x  payments  a p r e r e q u i s i t e  t o  j u r y  
s e r v i c e ,  f o r  t h e  r e a s o n  t h a t  Wa L le r ' s  g u i l t  seems  so p r o b a b l e . "^7 But 
Dabney r e m a i ne d  u n c o m f o r t a b l e  w i t h  t h e  j u d i c i a l  p r o c e s s  seen  in  t h i s  
j u r y  t r i a l :
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In a ca s e  i n v o l v i n g  economi c  and s o c i a l  c o n f l i c t ,  as 
t h i s  one does, the j u r y  should contain members of  both 
c l a s s e s  of  soc ie ty  involved in the  c o n f l i c t .  The jucy 
which t r i e d  Wal ler  did not  meet t h i s  s p e c i f i c a t i o n .
In May 1942, the United S t a t e s  Supreme Court  refused to  review the  
c a s e  o f  Od e l l  W a l l e r ,  on t he  g r ounds  t h a t  t h e  p o l l  t a x  i s s u e  had no t  
been r a i s e d  b e f o r e  t h e  d e a t h  s e n t e n c e  was handed d o w n . ^  The Ti mes-  
Dispatch asked Governor Darden to commute WaLler's sentence to  Life in 
p r i s o n .  The c o m p o s i t i o n  of  t h e  j u r y ,  w r o t e  Dabney,  unde r mine d  t h e  
v a l i d i t y  of the f i r s t - d e g r e e  murder charge.  However, going beyond the 
i s s u e  o f  c l a s s ,  Dabney now c h o s e  t o  s e e  r a c e  r e l a t i o n s  a s  t h e  
t r anscendent  theme. The war,  he sa id,  had brought  new meaning to  t h i s  
c a s e :
We a r e  i n  a w ar  f o r  s u r v i v a l ,  i n  w h i c h  we a r e  
depending heav i ly  fo r  v i c t o r y  on the colored races  . .
. . Colored peoples  in both hemispheres w i l l  be l i eve ,  
w h e t h e r  r i g h t l y  o r  wr o ng l y ,  t h a t  Negroes  do no t  g e t  
j u s t i c e  in  Amer ica ,  i f  W a l l e r  goes  t o  t h e  c h a i r .  In 
t h a t  e v e n t ,  t h e  Axis  can be c o un te d  on t o  make t h e  
m o s t  o f  t h e  e l e c t r o c u t i o n ,  and t o  u s e  i t  w i t h  
p a r t i c u l a r  e f f e c t  in China and India ,  and throughout  
t h e  Arab w o r ld .  T h i s  i s  no l o c a l  i s s u e ,  but  a cause  
of i n t e r n a t i o n a l  dimensions.
Dabney, convinced t h a t  Wal ler  was g u i l t y ,  was asking only t h a t  he not  be
e l e c t r oc u t e d .  But execut ive  clemency was not  forthcoming.  On J u ly  2,
1942, Odell  WaLLer was executed.
For Dabney, the  r a c i a l  s i g n i f i c a n c e  of  the  Wal ler  case e x i s t e d  only 
in the realm of  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  r e l a t i o n s .  In d i scus s ions  of the po l l  tax 
in t h e  d o m e s t i c  c o n t e x t ,  he c o n t i n u e d  t o  see  r ace  a s ,  a t  mos t ,  a 
p e r i p h e r a l  f a c t o r .  Soon a f t e r  t h e  f o u n d i n g  of  t h e  S o u t h e r n  E l e c t o r a l  
Reform League, Dabney repor ted  t h a t  the  group p r e f e r r e d  a Li teracy t e s t  
t o  t h e  p o l l  t a x ,  ad d i n g  t h a t  they  had "no t h o u g h t  of  i n c l u d i n g  t he
h o c u s - p o c u s  r e q u i r e m e n t  t h a t  t h e  v o t e r  ' i n t e r p r e t '  the  c o n s t i t u t i o n ,  a
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61m a n i f e s t  p i e c e  of  p o l i t i c a l  s k u l l d u g g e r y  w h e r e v e r  i t  i s  used."  
Dabney' s  c h o i c e  o f  word ing  i n d i c a t e d  h i s  a w a r e n e s s  t h a t  s u f f r a g e  
requi rements  could be used in a d i s c r i m i n a t o r y  manner. But he did not  
p u r su e  t h e  i s s u e ,  and f a i l e d  t o  p o i n t  ou t  t h a t  v o t e r  r e g i s t r a r s  co u l d  
e a s i l y  choose to demand c o n s t i t u t i o n a l  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  from blacks  more 
f r equ en t l y  than from whi tes .
In h i s  second  book,  Below t h e  Potomac (1942] ,  Dabney a g a i n  Looked
to  North Carol ina  as an example of  e f f e c t i v e  p o l l  t ax  reform.  This  t ime
he admi t t ed  the  occurrence of  r a c i a l  d i s c r i m i n a t i o n :
Under [Nor th  C a r o l i n a ' s  L i t e r a c y  t e s t ] ,  h u nd r e d s  of  
thousands of  former ly d i s f r a n c h i s e d  whi t es  a r e  vot ing,  
w h i l e  t h e  p r o p o r t i o n  o f  Negro p a r t i c i p a n t s  in  t h e  
e l e c t i o n s  i s  no Larger than in t he  average p o l l - t a x e d  
s t a t e .  WhiLe t h e  . . . l i t e r a c y  t e s t  e v i d e n t l y  i s  
b e i n g  u s e d  a t  t i m e s  a s  a s u b t e r f u g e  f o r  t h e  
d i s q u a l i f i c a t i o n  o f  e l i g i b l e  c o l o r e d  c i t i z e n s ,  i t s  
a d v o c a t e s  p o i n t  ou t  t h a t  i t  a t  l e a s t  a l l o w s  most  of  
t h e  w h i t e s  t o  r e a ch  t h e  baLLot -box.  No e l e c t i o n  Law 
i s  e n t i r e l y  proof  aga i ns t  abuse.®**
Dabney v i ewed  t h e  l i t e r a c y  t e s t  as  p r e f e r a b l e  t o  t he  p o l l  t a x ,  even
though i t  was s u b j e c t  t o  abuse .  L a t e r  i n  t h e  same book,  he me n t i on ed
o t h e r  means by which many S o u t h e r n  b l a c k s  were  d e n i e d  t h e  f r a n c h i s e .
Included were " t h r e a t s ,  whether  a c t u a l l y  u t t e r e d  or  merely impl i ed , "  and
t h e  " L i l y  w h i t e "  D e m o c r a t i c  primary.®® But Dabney r e p o r t e d  t h e s e
p r o b l e m s  d i s p a s s i o n a t e l y .  He v iewed t h e  e x p a n s i o n  of  t h e  e n t i r e
e l e c t o r a t e  as  more p r e s s i n g ,  and more f e a s i b l e ,  t h an  p r o t e c t i n g  t h e
r i g h t  of blacks  t o  vote.
When Be low t h e  Potomac was p u b l i s h e d  in  t h e  s p r i n g  o f  1942,  t h e  
U n i t e d  S t a t e s  was a t  war  w i t h  Germany and Japan.®^ U n l i k e  Dabney' s  
f i r s t  book,  t h i s  one was no t  an a t t e m p t  t o  t r a c e  l i b e r a l i s m  t h ro ug h  
S o u t h e r n  h i s t o r y .  R a t h e r ,  i t  was a p o r t r a y a l  o f  t h e  South  a s  i t  was
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emerging from the Depression.  I t  was a land in t r a n s i t i o n ,  pa inted by 
Dabney as  i f ,  f o r  t h e  f i r s t  t i m e ,  i t  d e s e r v e d  t h e  l a b e l  "New South . "  
But many very  o l d  p r o b l e m s  r e m a in ed ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  in  t e r m s  o f  race  
r e l a t i o n s .  The r e f o r m s  s o u g h t  by b l a c k s  d u r i n g  t h e  war  y e a r s  would 
chal l enge  the  l i m i t s  of Debney's l i be r a l i s m .
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CHAPTER FOUR 
PATIENCE 
1942-1953
In h i s  memoirs,  Franci s  Pickens M i l l e r  t o l d  of a conversa t ion he had
w i t h  Dabney in 1946.  M i l l e r  had f i r s t  come t o  know Dabney when t hey
worked t o g e t h e r  on t he  S o u t h e r n  P o l i c y  Co mmi t t ee  in  t h e  1930 ' s .
Recent ly di scharged from the army and seeing Dabney for  the  f i r s t  t ime
in s eve ra l  years ,  M i l l e r  was s u r p r i s e d  by what he heard:
In the  course of  our conver sa t ion  [Dabney] s t a r t l e d  me 
by s a y i n g  . . . t h a t  w h i l e  I had been a b s e n t  h i s  v ie ws  
had changed and t h a t  he had 'gone con se rva t i ve .1
Such a g e n e r a l i z a t i o n ,  though o f f e r e d  by Dabney h i m s e l f ,  t e n d s  t o
obscure e lements  of  c o n t i nu i t y  in h i s  w r i t i n g s  ac ross  severa l  decades.
Dur ing  and a f t e r  t h e  war ,  he r e ma in ed  an a d v o c a t e  o f  j u s t i c e  and
economic  o p p o r t u n i t y  f o r  b l a c k s ,  as  he had been in t h e  1930 ' s .  The
concern he expressed regarding rapid s o c ia l  change during the war was
m er e ly  an a m p l i f i c a t i o n  of  s i m i l a r  w a r n i ng s  he had sounded y e a r s
e a r l i e r .  I f  he seemed more c o n s e r v a t i v e  by w a r ' s  end,  i t  was La rge ly
because h i s  views were more s t a t i c  than those of  many l i b e r a l s .
By t he  t i m e  o f  R o o s e v e l t ' s  t h i r d  i n a u g u r a t i o n ,  World War I I  ve r y  
much involved t he  United S t a t e s .  NearLy a year  before  Pear l  Harbor,  the  
n a t i o n  had a l r e a d y  b o l s t e r e d  i t s  d e f e n s e  i n d u s t r i e s  t o  s up p ly  t h e  
i n c r e a s i n g l y  b e l e a g u e r e d  G r e a t  B r i t a i n .  In mid-January,  Dabney wrote 
two e d i t o r i a l s  voic ing concern over the f a i l u r e  of  the defense e f f o r t  to
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include black workers.  Ci t i ng  as an example the  n e a r - t o t a l  exclus ion of
s k i l l e d  b l a c k  w o r k e r s  from t he  c o n s t r u c t i o n  of  V i r g i n i a ' s  Camp Lee,
Dabney viewed t h i s  d i s c r i m i n a t i o n  as s e r io us  in var ious  ways:
' A l l - o u t '  d e f e n s e  canno t  be a c h i e v e d  so long as  a 
l a r g e  body of  s k i l l e d  men i s  p r e v e n t e d  by a r b i t r a r y  
r u l i n g s  and  s u b t l e  p r e j u d i c e  f r o m  p u t t i n g  i t s  
c a p a b i l i t i e s  t o  maximum u m . T h i s  i s  w ho l l y  a s i d e  
from the i n j u s t i c e  involved.
Not only  were  s k i l l e d  b l a c k s  no t  be i ng  h i r e d ,  b l a c k s  were  a l s o  d e n i e d
acceptance i n t o  app re n t i ce sh i p  programs.  In t h i s  regard,  Dabney named
t h re e  shipyards  in t he  Hampton Roads area as wel l  as a Lynchburg f i rm.
And whi le a d u l t  voca t i ona l  t r a i n i n g  in Vi r g i n i a  was v i r t u a l l y  equal in
enrol lment  of blacks  and whi t es ,  Dabney saw l i t t l e  importance in t h a t
' e q u a l i t y '  i f  the blacks ,  fo l lowing t r a i n i n g ,  were denied a l l  but  menial
Qjobs  in defense i n d u s t r i e s .
When these  two e d i t o r i a l s  appeared in the  T i mes-Di spa t ch . Dabney 
mai led copies  to newspapers throughout  the s t a t e ,  asking t h e i r  e d i t o r s  
t o  d e v o t e  a t t e n t i o n  t o  t h i s  "most  u r g e n t  p r o b l e m ." 4 The number of  
newspapers which r e p r i n t e d  h i s  e d i t o r i a L s  and commented f a v o r a b l y  on 
them caused Dabney to w r i t e  P. B. Young t h a t  "the e d i t o r i a l  response has 
been a l l  t h a t  any one co u ld  w i s h ."5 Young, t he  b l a c k  e d i t o r  o f  t he  
m o d e r a t e  N o r f o l k  J ou  rnaL and Gui d e . c o n s i d e r e d  Dabney ' s  c o n t r i b u t i o n  
si  gn i f i  c a n t :
We a r e  a l l  ve ry  g r a t e f u l  to  you f o r  your  s p l e n d i d  
l e a d e r s h i p  in t h i s  movement ,  which i s  so v i t a l l y  
i m p o r t a n t  t o  t h e  Negro ' s  economi c  f u t u r e ,  and which 
has such impor tant  bear ings  on the f u tu r e  progress  of 
both races  in t h i s  S ta t e .
As a r e s u l t  of  p r es s ures  from the  March on Washington Movement, headed
by A. P h i l i p  Randolph, P r es i den t  Roosevel t  i ssued Execut ive Order 8802
in June 1941 c a l l i n g  f o r  an end to  d i s c r i m i n a t i o n  in defense i n d u s t r i e s
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and e s t a b l i s h i n g  the Committee on F a i r  Employment P r a c t i c e s .  Though the 
C.F.E.P. lacked enforcement  powers,  Execut ive Order 8802 was enough to 
soothe many black Leaders,  a t  l e a s t  fo r  a few months.
By t h e  s p r i n g  o f  1942,  many b l a c k  A me r ic an s  had begun t o  push
h a r d e r  t h an  ev e r  f o r  p r omp t ,  m e a n i n g f u l  r e f o r m s  in many a r e a s .  A
s i g n i f i c a n t  pa r t  of the  impetus was summed up by Gunnar Myrdal in 1944:
Fascism and nazism are based on a r a c i a l  s u p e r i o r i t y  
dogma . . . and t h ey  came t o  power  by means o f  r a c i a l  
per secu t ion  and oppress ion .  In  f i g h t i n g  f a s c i s m  and 
nazism, America had t o  s tand before  the  whole world in 
f a v o r  o f  r a c i a l  t o l e r a n c e  and c o o p e r a t i o n  and o f  
r a c i a l  equa l i ty .
The i n c r e a s i n g  f r i c t i o n  in  r ace  r e l a t i o n s  was e v i d e n t  in Dabney' s  
e d i t o r i a l s  by t ha t  poin t ,  s ev e r a l  months a f t e r  Pear l  Harbor.
Much o f  Dabney' s  c on c e r n  f o c u s e d  on t h e  r a d i c a l  e l e m e n t s  of  t h e  
b lack press ,  which he viewed as i n c i t i n g  ha t red  among black Americans.  
In A p r i l ,  Dabney c r i t i c i z e d  t h e  P i t t s b u r g h  Cou r i  e r  f o r  i t s  "Doub Le-V- 
f o r -Vi c t o r y"  campaign, in which i t  was calLing f o r  v ic t o r y  a ga i ns t  the 
Axis  a b r o a d  and a g a i n s t  r a c i a l  o p p r e s s i o n  a t  home. Dabney c o n s i d e r e d  
such p u b l i c a t i o n s ,  w i t h  t h e i r  demands f o r  r a p i d ,  s weep ing  c hanges  in 
r ace  r e l a t i o n s ,  i n i m i c a l  t o  t h e  i n t e r e s t s  of  b l a c k s .  He v i ewed  t h e  
N.A.A.C.P., which p u b l i s h e d  t h e  Cri  s i  s . as  s t r a y i n g  f rom i t s  e a r l i e r  
moderate course.  He repor ted  t h a t  race r i o t s  had aLready occurred,  most 
of  them between black s o l d i e r s  and white policemen near army camps in 
t he  South.  Dabney expressed "the p r e v a i l in g  assumpt ion . . . t h a t  these 
bloody encounters  are due p r i m a r i l y  to the campaign being c a r r i e d  on by 
such p u b l i c a t i o n s  as the  Cri s i  s ." In c o n t r a s t  to  t h i s  "smal l  minor i ty  
o f  Negroes  who make such a r e v o l u t i o n  t h e  p r i c e  of  e n t h u s i a s t i c  co­
o per a t ion  in t h e i r  count ry ' s  f i g h t  for  s u rv i v a l , "  Dabney pointed to  the
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" p a t r i o t i c  and coopera t ive  a t t i t u d e "  e v i d e n t  in t h o s e  r e s p e c t e d  b l a c k
Richmonders who were organiz ing an a l l -Negro  War Bond and Stamp Parade.
Dabney's p r i o r i t i e s  placed the war on t o t a l i t a r i a n i s m  ahead of the war
on discr iminat ion.®
There developed,  in Dabney's w r i t i n g s ,  a heightened f e a r  t h a t  race
r i o t s  would become a common occurrence.  His wor r i es  were evident  in a
l e t t e r  t o  Gordon B. Hancock o f  V i r g i n i a  Union U n i v e r s i t y ,  one of  t h e
most moderate of Southern b lack l eaders :
My g e n u i n e  f e a r  i s  t h a t  w i t h  t h e  Negro p r e s s  goad i ng  
i t s  r eaders  to  demand more and more, m a t t e r s  w i l l  be 
pushed t o  such a c l i m a x  in  t h e  South ,  and p e r h a p s  in  
t he  Nor th t o o ,  t h a t  b loody  i n t e r r a c i a l  c l a s h e s  w i l l  
o c cu r ,  and r a c e  r e l a t i o n s  w i l l  be s e t  back f o r  
d e c a d e s .  I  am g r a t e f u L  . . . t o  you f o r  t h e
l eader sh ip  which you a re  d i sp laying .  0
Dabney was p a r t i c u l a r l y  p l e a s e d  when he Learned t h a t  many p r o m i n e n t
S o u t h e r n  b l a c k s  were  t o  meet  i n  Durham, North C a r o l i n a  in  O c t o b e r ,  t o
d i s c u s s  t he  c u r r e n t  s t a t e  o f  r a c e  r e l a t i o n s .  He w r o t e  t o  P. B. Young,
who wouLd c h a i r  the  conference,  wishing the  group success  in i t s  search
f o r  ways of  r e d u c i n g  i n t e r r a c i a l  t e n s i o n . F o l l o w i n g  t he  Durham
meet ing,  Dabney p ra i sed  t he  work of  those who had a t t ended:
[ T h e i r ]  s t a t e m e n t  on S o u t h e r n  r a c e  r e l a t i o n s  . . .  i s  
couched in  l an guage  which c o n t r a s t s  p l e a s a n t l y  w i t h  
t h e  d e n u n c i a t o r y  h a r a n g u e s  o f  t h e  ' a l l  o r  n o t h i n g '  
s c h o o l  o f  Negro a g i t a t o r s  i n  t h e  Nor th.  Unl i ke  t h e  
smalL c o t e r i e  of  colored peopLe in o t he r  s ec t ions ,  who 
a r e  d e m a n d i n g  an o v e r n i g h t  r e v o l u t i o n  i n  r a c e  
r e l a t i o n s h i p s ,  t h ey  f i x  no d e a d l i n e s ,  d e l i v e r  no 
ul t imatums.
Dabney agreed wi th the  Durham group t h a t  the  next  s tep  should be a j o i n t  
meet ing of b lacks  and whi tes ,  a t  which would be d r a f t ed  "A New Char t er  
for  Race Relat ions."^®
The Durham movement  h e l d  p r o m i s e ,  but  was s t i l l  in  i t s  i n f a n c y .
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The e d i t o r  of  the Ti mes-Di spatch remained wor r ied  t ha t  the e x t r e m i s t s  
held sway. He endeavored to  share  h i s  concern wi th a na t iona l  audience.  
" Neare r  and Ne a r e r  t h e  P r e c i p i c e "  a p p e a r e d  in  The A t l a n t  i c Month Lv i n 
January 1943. The imagery of the  t i t l e  s u i t e d  the  ominous tone of the  
a r t i  c l e :
A s m a l l  group o f  Negro a g i t a t o r s  and a n o t h e r  s m a l l  
group of  whi te  r a b b l e - r o u s e r s  are  pushing t h i s  country 
c l o s e r  and c l o s e r  t o  an i n t e r r a c i a l  e x p l o s i o n  which 
may make the race r i o t s  of  the F i r s t  World War and i t s  
a f t e r m a t h  seem m i l d  by co mp ar i so n .  Unl es s  s a n e r  
c o u n s e l s  p r e v a i l ,  we may have t he  w o r s t  i n t e r n a l  
c l a s h e s  s i n c e  R e c o n s t r u c t i o n ,  w i t h  h u nd r ed s ,  i f  not  
thousands,  k i l l e d .
Among ’Negro a g i t a t o r s '  Dabney L i s t e d  A. P h i l i p  Randolph and Roy
W i l k i n s .  As ’w h i t e  r a b b l e - r o u s e r s ’ he i n c l u d e d  Governor  Talmadge o f
G e or g i a ,  Governor  Dixon o f  Alabama,  and R e p r e s e n t a t i v e  John Rankin o f
M is s i s s i pp i .  The i n f l e x i b i l i t y  of groups l ike  the N.A.A.C.P., the over t
r a c i s m  o f  c e r t a i n  w h i t e  p o l i t i c i a n s ,  and t h e  i r r e s p o n s i b l e
e d i t o r i a l i z i n g  of  s eve ra l  b lack and a few whi te newspapers,  sa id  Dabney,
w e r e  l a y i n g  t h e  g r o u n d w o r k  f o r  t h e  c a l a m i t o u s  s t r i f e  he was  
13predi  c t i n g .
Dabney made an e f f o r t ,  throughout  t he  a r t i c l e ,  to d i s t r i b u t e  blame 
and c r e d i t  among both  b l a c k s  and w h i t e s .  But  he was c l e a r l y  most  
d i s t u r bed  by the  a t t i t u d e  of  the  r ad ica l  b lack  press ,  t aking p a r t i c u l a r  
umbrage a t  the way Mark Ethr idge,  LiberaL pu bl i sh er  of the L o u i s v i l l e  
C ou r i e r - J o u r n a I . had been b l a s t e d  r ecen t ly  for  s t a t i n g  t h a t  most whi te  
Southerners  had no i n t e n t i o n  of  giving up segregat ion.  To Dabney, the 
b lack  p r es s  was r ap id ly  Losing s i g h t  of who i t s  f r i e n d s  were among whi te  
S o u t h e r n e r s :
No m a t t e r  how l i b e r a l  [whi t e s ]  a r e  with r espec t  t o  the 
Negro ' s  needs  in  o t h e r  d i r e c t i o n s ,  i f  they  s u b s c r i b e
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to  t h e  view t h a t  r a c i a l  s e g r e g a t i o n  c a n n o t  be done 
away wi th,  as  the pr i ce  of an a l l - o u t  Negro e f f o r t  in 
t h e  war,  t h ey  a r e  a t t a c k e d  a s  t r a i t o r s  t o  democracy 
who ought to  be f i g h t i n g  bes ide the Nazis.
The l i k e l y  r e s u l t  o f  such b l i n d n e s s  would be worse  t han  a few h u r t
f e e l i n g s  or heated e d i t o r i a l s .  Indeed,  warned Dabney,
i f  t h i s  s o r t  of  t h i n g  keeps  up, i t  can have bu t  one 
r e s u l t .  The whi t e  l eader s  in the South who have been 
r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  much of  t h e  s t e a d y  p r o g r e s s  o f  t h e  
Negro in  t h e  p a s t ,  and who can b r i n g  a b o u t  a g r e a t  
deal  more such progress  in t he  fu tu r e ,  w i l l  be dr iven 
in to  the opp os i t i on  camp.
Dabney was q u i c k  t o  add t h a t  "no d e c e n t  Amer ican e x p e c t s  any 
c o l o r e d  Amer ican  t o  r em ai n  u n p r o t e s t i n g  in  w a r t i m e . "  But  Dabney was 
s p e a k i n g  as  one who c o n s i d e r e d  h i m s e l f  a p r a g m a t i s t .  He v iewed as  
" i m p r ac t i c a l  i d e a l i s t s "  those  i n d i v i d u a l s  and o r g a n i z a t i o n s  i n t e n t  on 
rapid  change in the  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between blacks  and whi tes .  Thei r  pace 
was wrong,  a s  was t h e i r  t i m i n g .  The t h r e a t  f rom a g g r e s s o r  n a t i o n s  
requi red  immediate a c t io n ;  the  r e so l u t i o n  of  r a c i a l  gr ievances  requi red 
t ime.
The A t l a n t  i c a r t i c l e  s p a r k e d  Li ve ly  r e a c t i o n  from many qua r te r s .
Char les  H. Thompson, w r i t i n g  in The Journal  of  Negro Educat ion, found a
c o n t r a d i c t i o n  inher en t  in Dabney's premise:
Mr. Dabney i s  g u i l t y  of  the very o f fense  f o r  which he 
c a s t i g a t e s  ' t h e  r a d i c a l  e l e m e n t  of  t h e  Negro p r e s s '  
and 'a s m a l l  group  o f  Negro a g i t a t o r s , '  namely ,  t h a t  
of t aking excep t iona l  ext remes and g e n e r a l i z i ng  from 
them as  i f  t h ey  were  t y p i c a l  . . . .
AL White of  the Associa ted Negro Press  was concerned Less wi th Dabney's
g e n e r a l i z a t i o n s  than wi th h i s  a s s i gn a t i on  of c r e d i t  f o r  improvements in
the  s t a t u s  of  blacks.  "[Dabney] admi ts  much progress  has been made, but
r e f u s e s  t o  say t h a t  t h i s  p r o g r e s s  i s  a d i r e c t  r e s u l t  o f  t h e  ' r a d i c a l '
and ' l e f t i s t '  Negro p r e s s  . . .
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The r e l a t i v e l y  m o d e r a t e  image of  t h e  N or f o I k  J o u r n a I  and Guide 
caused Dabney to  value P. B. Young's opinion.  The two e d i t o r s  exchanged 
s e v e r a l  long L e t t e r s  r e g a r d i n g  t h e  " P r e c i p i c e "  a r t i c l e ,  as  Young t oo k  
i s s u e  wi th severa l  a s s e r t i o n s  and Dabney a t t empted  t o  c l a r i f y  h i s  views.  
Young f e l t  t h e  a r t i c l e  had s u g g e s t e d  p o s t p o n e m e n t  of  t oo  many b l a c k  
g r i e v a n c e s  and warned Dabney o f  t h e  d i f f e r e n c e  be t ween  s t y l e  and 
s u b s t a n c e :
I t  i s  t h e  same t h i n g  t h a t  Mess rs .  Rankin,  Ta lmadge ,
B i l b o  and o t h e r s  say,  w i t h  t h e  d i f f e r e n c e  t h a t  t h e i r  
l anguage  i s  a l w a y s  c o a r s e  and t h e i r  a t t i t u d e  a l w a y s  
b r u t a l ,  whiLe your  Language i s  a l ways  c u l t u r e d  and 
your a t t i t u d e  d i g n i f i ed .  The r e s u l t  i s  t he  same."*®
F u r t h e r m o r e ,  s a i d  Young, such a n e g a t i v e  o u t l o o k  f a i l e d  t o  o f f e r  t h e
c o n s t r u c t i v e  s o l u t i o n s  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  L i b e r a l i s m .  "You me r e l y  . . .
p r e d i c t  v io lence  and bloodshed.  Can' t  you o f f e r  something r a t i o n a l  and
human which would a v e r t  the  d i r e  t h ings  you predict?"*'®
Dabney' s  " P r e c i p i c e "  a r t i c l e  does  no t  r e p r e s e n t  a t u r n  t o w a r d  
conserva t i sm.  The admoni t ion not  t o  l i s t e n  to  e x t r e m i s t s  had Long been 
t y p i c a l  of  h i s  m o d e r a t e  v i ew s .  He had a l wa ys  c o n s i d e r e d  g r a d u a l ,  
e v o l u t i o n a r y  c h a n g e  a s  t h e  t y p e  m o s t  L i k e l y  t o  b r i n g  l a s t i n g  
i m p r o v e m e n t s  f o r  bLacks.  I f  t h i s  a r t i c l e  s t a n d s  o u t  f rom h i s  o t h e r  
w r i t i n g s ,  i t  i s  b ec au s e  of  two s p e c i a l  c o n c e r n s  which p r ompt ed  i t s  
wri t i n g .
F i r s t ,  Dabney was c on v i n ce d  t h a t  t h e  wo r ld  war  r e q u i r e d  an 
u nd i l u t ed  n a t i ona l  e f f o r t .  His s tay in Germany e i gh t  years  e a r l i e r  had 
f ixed  in h i s  mind t he  sense of miss ion which mot ivated H i t l e r ,  as wel l  
a s  t h e  German peop l e .  He had warned e d i t o r i a l l y  t h a t  t h e  poLicy o f  
a p p e a s e m e n t  was a t e r r i b l e  m i s t a k e  and had seen  h i s  p r e d i c t i o n  borne  
out.®® By January 1943 A l l i ed  f o r ce s  had not  even been able  t o  land in
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Europe,  so c o m p l e t e l y  d i d  t h e  Naz i s  c o n t r o l  t h e  c o n t i n e n t .  The 
American war e f f o r t  was s t i l l  focused p r i m ar i ly  in the P a c i f i c ,  where 
t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  c o n f r o n t e d  a n o t h e r  enemy every  b i t  a s  tough a s  t h e  
Naz i s .  In Dabney ' s  v i ew,  any s u s t a i n e d  d i v e r s i o n  of  n a t i o n a l  ene r gy  
i n t o  sweeping s o c i a l  changes a t  such a t ime was "the height  of  f o l l y .
Second,  Dabney saw t he  " r a d i c a l "  e l e m e n t s  in t he  p r e s s ,  and in  
b l a c k  o r g a n i z a t i o n s ,  as  c o u n t e r p r o d u c t i v e  in  ever y  way. He was 
convinced t ha t  such e lements  f a i l e d  t o  a pp r ec i a t e  e i t h e r  the immediacy 
o f  t h e  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  c r i s i s  or  t h e  g r a d u a l  pace n e c e s s a r y  i f  s o c i a l  
changes were to be accepted.  I f  he o v e r s t a t e d  the i nf luence  of  r a d i c a l s  
among b l a c k s ,  he a l s o  o v e r s t a t e d  t h e  i n f l u e n c e  of  l i b e r a l s  among 
Southern whi tes .  But on most i s s u es  of  race he assumed the South could 
soLve i t s  own problems.  I f  t h a t  were t ru e ,  l eadersh ip  would come from 
the South' s  pragmat ic  and moderate j o u r n a l i s t s ,  educators ,  p o l i t i c i a n s ,  
and m i n i s t e r s .  Such a view l e f t  no place for  l eader sh ip  from out s ide ,  
p a r t i c u l a r l y  f rom a b r a s i v e  b l a c k j o u r n a l i s t s  who s e c o n d - g u e s s e d  t h e  
s i n c e r i t y  of Dabney, Ethr idge,  and o t h e r s  who had helped blacks  for  many 
years .
As t h e  c o n t r o v e r s y  over  t h e  " P r e c i p i c e "  a r t i c l e  began t o  s e t t l e ,  
Dabney t u r n e d  h i s  a t t e n t i o n  t o  t h e  movement  i n i t i a t e d  a t  Durham. A 
group o f  S o u t h e r n  w h i t e s ,  h o p e f u l  of  s u s t a i n i n g  t h e  c o n s t r u c t i v e  
d i s c u s s i o n s  begun a t  Durham, p l an ne d  a c o n f e r e n c e  f o r  A p r i l  1943 in  
At lanta .  In March Dabney wrote J e s s i e  Daniel  Ames, dec l in i ng  t he  o f f e r  
t o  s e r v e  as  c ha i r m a n  of  t h e  c o n f e r e n c e .  Al though  he would a t t e n d ,  
Dabney f e l t  he did not  have the  t ime necessary to organize  the  meet ings 
and p r e s i d e  e f f e c t i v e l y  a t  t h e  many s e s s i o n s . ^  At t he  c o n c l u s i o n  of  
the  conference,  Dabney wrote an e d i t o r i a l  p r a i s i n g  the  group for  the
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" s a n e l y  c o n s e r v a t i v e  s t a t e m e n t "  i t  had i s s u e d .  R e f e r r i n g  t o  both  t h e
Durham and At lan t a  conferences ,  Dabney explained how s e n s i b l e  were t h e i r
cont r i  bu t ions .
Nei ther  s ta t ement  thus  f a r  i ssued g ives  any h i n t  t h a t  
e f f o r t s  w i l l  be made in any r e sp ons ib le  q u a r t e r  in the 
South to  break down t he  segrega t ion  of  t he  races  here.
At the same t ime,  both [groups] f e e l  s t ro ng l y  t h a t  so 
long as s e gr eg a t i on  i s  maintained,  t h e r e  i s  a d i s t i n c t  
o b l i g a t i o n  upon t h e  w h i t e  r a c e  t o  see  t h a t  e qua l  
f a c i l i t i e s  a r e  p r o v i d e d  in  t h e  f i e l d s  o f  e d u c a t i o n ,  
we l fa re ,  h e a l t h ,  t r a n s p o r t a t i o n  and the l ike.
Looking forward to  the  planned i n t e r r a c i a l  conference of members from
both groups,  Dabney p r ed i c t ed  t h a t  t h e i r  meet ing "should mark a new era
i n S o u t h e r n  r a ce  r e l a t i o n s  . . . . ”23
Tha t  " ep o c h a l "  m e e t i n g  was h e l d  a t  Richmond in  June .  Dabney
p a r t i c i p a t e d  in  t h e  d i s c u s s i o n s  and t he n  r e v i e w e d  t h e  r e s u l t s  in  t h e
Times-Disoatch. Summarizing t h e  d e l i b e r a t i o n s  of  the  blacks  and whi t es
who met  in  j o i n t  s e s s i o n ,  Dabney s a i d  they  s u b s c r i b e d  t o  two m a j o r
p o i n t s .  F i r s t ,  t hey  b e l i e v e d  t h a t  Negroes  had ev e r y  r i g h t  t o  e xp ec t
more o p po r t un i t i e s .  Second, the  c o n f e r e e s  were  c e r t a i n  t h a t  S o u t h e r n
b l a c k s  wouLd Look i n c r e a s i n g l y  f o r  l e a d e r s h i p  f rom r a d i c a l s  in  t h e
North,  un l ess  t h i s  new i n t e r r a c i a l  movement could show t h a t  such a s h i f t
was not  necessary for  p rogress  t o  o c c u r . ^ 4
In August 1943 came the  f our th  conference in the s e r i e s ,  a t  which a
'permanent '  body was formed,  in Dabney's words,  "to handle i n t e r r a c i a l
problems as they a r i s e ,  and to  give our colored c i t i z e n s  a more tangibLe
hope o f  o p p o r t u n i t y  t h an  t hey  now en j oy . "  T h i s  c o n f e r e n c e ,  h e l d  in
At l an t a ,  e s t a b l i s h e d  what would soon be known as the Southern Regional
Council .  As he had for  many months, Dabney gave cons ide rab le  c r e d i t  t o
t h e  m o d e r a t e  b l a c k s  who had l aunched  t h e  movement  a t  Durham. T h e i r
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e f f o r t s ,  and t h o s e  of  t h e  w h i t e s  who had j o i n e d  t h e  p r o c e s s ,  had 
cu lmina ted  in an o rg an iza t i on  which was about  to  take the  improvement of 
race r e l a t i o n s  Mout of  the  realm of  mere d i scuss ion ,  and to  t he  verge of
PRp r a c t i c a l  a c t i o n  . . . ."
Dabney reviewed t he  Durham-Atlanta-Richmond movement in an a r t i c l e  
f o r  Survey Graphic. While emphasizing the harmony wi th which blacks  and 
w h i t e s  had d ev e l o p e d  t h e  o b j e c t i v e s  o f  t h e  new o r g a n i z a t i o n ,  Dabney 
mainta ined t h a t  i t s  work would be most success fu l  i f  i t  did not  launch a 
wholesa le  a t t a c k  on segregat ion .
Segregat ion . . . has come to mean d i sc r i m i na t i on ,  
and a whole s e r i e s  o f  h a t e f u l  o p p r e s s i o n s .  [But ]  . .
any e f f o r t  t o  f o r c e  t h e  a b o l i t i o n  o f  a l l  
s e g r e g a t i o n ,  over  t h e  p r o t e s t  o f  a s t r o n g l y  h o s t i l e  
whi te  South,  i s  bound t o  do f a r  more harm than good to  
the Negro.
Though he admi t t ed  t h a t  s eg rega t ion  had become v i r t u a l l y  synonymous with
d i s c r i m i n a t i o n ,  Dabney did not  conclude t h a t  segrega t ion  was i nhe r en t ly
wrong.  Ra t h e r ,  he c o n t i n u e d  t o  t h i n k  t h a t  t h e  b e s t  way t o  reduce
i n t e r r a c i a l  f r i c t i o n  was through providing equal  f a c i l i t i e s  for  b lacks
and whi tes .  This  approach,  in h i s  opinion,  was reasonable  both because
i t  would provide more j u s t i c e  in the t r e a t me nt  of b lacks  and because i t
would no t  c h a l l e n g e  t h e  p a t t e r n s  o f  r a c i a l  s e p a r a t i o n  so dee p l y
26ent renched in the South.
There was, however,  one area  in which Dabney saw desegrega t ion  as 
f e a s i b l e .  Segregated s ea t ing  was s lowly being e l im ina t ed  on r a i lways  
and c r oss -coun t ry  bus l i nes .  Dabney p r ed i c t ed  in November t h a t  " s i m i l a r  
r e s u l t s  f o r  c i t y  b u s e s  and s t r e e t  c a r s  may be a c h i e v e d  b e f o r e  long in  
c e r t a i n  L o c a l i t i e s . " ^  Ac tua l ly ,  h i s  f i r s t  comments on t h i s  t o p i c  had 
appeared severa l  months e a r l i e r ,  in March 1943. As a f requent  user  of
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publ i c  t r a n s p o r t a t i o n ,  Dabney was aware t h a t  "whi tes  on s t r e e t c a r s  and 
buses in Richmond are  too of ten  i nc on s i d e r a t e  and i l l -mannered  in t h e i r  
a t t i t u d e  t ow a r d  c o l o r e d  p a s s e n g e r s . "  He found i t  p a r t i c u l a r l y  vexing 
"when t h e  v i c t i m  of  such  i n s u l t i n g  b e h a v i o r  i s  a c o l o r e d  s o l d i e r  or  
sai Lor. These members of the  armed f o r ce s  a re  o f f e r i n g  t h e i r  l i ve s  in 
t he  cau se  o f  L i b e r t y ,  and . . . t hey a r e  e n t i t l e d  t o  be t r e a t e d  l i k e  
human beings."  But Dabney was not  ye t  asking f or  desegregated s ea t in g ,  
merely common cour tesy.  He advised h i s  r eaders  t h a t  "bawling g r u f f l y  a t  
colored passengers ,  i ns t ead  of  asking them p o l i t e l y  to move t h i s  way or
ORt ha t ,  i s  the  l e a s t  e f f e c t i v e  way of  achieving the d es i r ed  objec t ive . "
His p a r t i c i p a t i o n  in the  conferences  a t  At l an t a  and Richmond caused
Dabney t o  t a k e  up a g a i n  t h e  m a t t e r  o f  r a c i a l  f r i c t i o n  on p u b l i c
conveyances.  This t ime he c a l l e d  f o r  desegregated s ea t i ng  on V i r g i n i a ' s
s t r e e t c a r s  and buses.  The appeal  came in a November 13 e d i t o r i a l  in the
T i mes-Di  s p a t c h . Compar ing t h e  i n t e n t  o f  V i r g i n i a ' s  s e g r e g a t i o n  laws
w i t h  t h e i r  c u r r e n t  e f f e c t ,  Dabney e x p l a i n e d  t h a t  c o n d i t i o n s  on
V i r g i n i a ' s  common c a r r i e r s  made  e n f o r c e m e n t  o f  t h e  l a w s
count erproduc t ive .
Co l o r e d  p a s s e n g e r s  who g e t  on crowded c a r s  or  b uses  
have t o  push t h e i  r way t o  t h e  r e a r  t h ro ug h  a dense  
mass  of  w h i t e  p e o p l e  . . . .  I t  would be p r e f e r a b l e  
i f  t h e  Negroes  were  a l l o w e d  t o  s t a n d  or  s i t  . . . 
wherever  they could f ind  room, thus  avoiding the  push 
through the packed a i s l e s .
Such p u s h i n g  and s h o v i n g ,  s a i d  Dabney,  was "a c o n s t a n t  s o u r ce  of
t roub le ,  i r r i t a t i o n  and bad fee l i ng . "  With desegregated s ea t in g  a l ready
common on t r a i n s  and c r oss -coun t ry  buses throughout  much of the  South,
he c a l l e d  on t h e  G e n e r a l  AssembLy t o  r e p e a l  t h e  r e l e v a n t  s t a t u t e s
" w i t h o u t  delay.
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Eight  days Later  Dabney explained h i s  p o s i t i o n  a t  g r e a t e r  Length.
This  t ime he moved beyond the  argument t h a t  seg rega t ion  was not  f e a s i b l e
on crowded s t r e e t c a r s  and bus es .  I n s t e a d ,  he Lauded t h e  g o a l s  and
methods  of  the  b l a c k  l e a d e r s  who had met  a t  Durham, p l a c i n g  h i s  own
proposal  in the  context  of  t h a t  movement.
S o u t h e r n  Negro l e a d e r s  a r e  g e n u i n e l y  and s i n c e r e l y  
anxious to  coopera te  with Southern whi te  l eaders ,  and 
they  want  t o  av o i d  t h e  i n t e r r a c i a l  f r i c t i o n  which 
would be s u r e  t o  a r i s e ,  i f  more r a d i c a l  Negroes  from 
t h e  Nor th s h o u l d  g a i n  a f o o t h o l d  among t h e  c o l o r e d  
people of t h i s  s ec t ion .  Repeal of  the  segrega t i on  law
a f f e c t i n g  s t r e e t c a r s  and bus es  . . . would b u t t r e s s
t h e  case  of  t h e  S o u t h e r n  Negro Leaders  a s  h a r d l y  
anything e l se  could do.
Viewed from t h i s  p e r s p e c t i v e ,  s a i d  Dabney,  d e s e g r e g a t i o n  i n  t h i s  one
a r e a  was o b v i o u s l y  " t h e  c o n s e r v a t i v e  c o u r s e  in  r a c e  r e l a t i o n s . "  He
o f fe r ed  o the r  changes which would have a s i m i l a r l y  b e n e f i c i a l  e f f e c t :
t h e  a p p o i n t m e n t  of  b l a c k  p o l i c e m e n  f o r  b l a c k  s e c t i o n s  o f  V i r g i n i a ' s
c i t i e s ,  and the h i r i n g  of  an a l l -Negro  s t a f f  fo r  the  Piedmont Sanatorium
for  t u b e r c u l a r  Negroes.33 Dabney mai led copies  of  t h i s  second e d i t o r i a l
to  a l l  the major newspapers of  the South.3"*
Even b e f o r e  t h e  a p p e a r a n c e  of  t h e  second  e d i t o r i a l ,  r e a c t i o n s  t o
Dabney's proposal  came pouring in a t  t he  o f f i c e s  of  the  T i mes-Di spa tch .
L e t t e r s  t o  t h e  e d i t o r  we r e  r u nn in g  n e a r l y  f o u r - t o - o n e  in  f a v o r  of  t h e
i d ea .  Dabney r e p o r t e d  t o  h i s  p u b l i c  t h a t  many of  t h e  l e t t e r s  of
approval  had come from whi te  women, thereby d i sp u t i ng  the argument t h a t
repeal  would place whi t e  women in uncomfor table  s i t u a t i o n s . 3^
React ion was s w i f t  from j o u r n a l i s t s ,  too.  The p ra i se  they heaped
on Dabney for  these columns in November s tood in s t a r k  c o n t r a s t  to the
c r i t i c i s m  he had r ece ived  from many q u a r t e r s  j u s t  t en months e a r l i e r ,
fo l lowi ng  t he  "Prec ip ice"  a r t i c l e .  The Boston Hera Id descr ibed  Dabney's
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r e c o mme nd a t i on  as  h a v i n g  r e q u i r e d  "a cou r ag e  which s h o u l d  make 
j o u r n a l i s t s  proud of  t h e i r  vocat ion."  In New York, the Hera Id Tribune 
was c e r t a i n  t ha t  "no c r i t i c  from the North could s t a t e  the case aga i ns t  
w h i t e  d o - n o t h i n g i s m  b e t t e r  t h an  does  t h e  T i mes-Di s p a t c h ." Oswald 
Garr i son V i l l a r d ,  whose opinion Dabney would not normal ly have valued 
h i g h l y ,  c om p l i me n t e d  t h e  Richmond e d i t o r  f o r  h i s  " s t a t e s m a n - l i k e  and 
f a r - s e e i n g  s t a n d . "  P. L. P r a t t i s ,  w r i t i n g  in  t he  P i t t s b u r g h  Couri  e r  
t h a t  Dabney c o n s i d e r e d  so " r a d i c a l , "  p r a i s e d  Dabney as  an example  of  
" s a n i t y  in  t he  South"  and one who mi g h t  be s t a r t i n g  a r e v o l u t i o n  in
Q q
Southern customs.00 Other l i b e r a l  and black j o u r n a l i s t s  were s i m i l a r l y
s uppor t ive  of Dabney's s tand.
But from most  of  t h e  South  came a " t h u n d e r o u s  s i  l e n c e . "  The only
whi te  newspaper in a l l  of Dixie t o  voice approval  of the proposal  was a
s mal l  da i ly  in Kinston,  North C a r o l i n a . ^  In Vi r g in i a ,  t he  Byrd machine
r e f u s e d  t o  s u p p o r t  r e p e a l  d u r i n g  t h e  l e g i s l a t u r e ' s  1944 s e s s i o n .  In
1950 l e g i s l a t i o n  of  a s i m i l a r  na t ure  was endorsed by the  Times-Dispatch.
35but  again wi thout  success .
Dabney ' s  advocacy  of  d e s e g r e g a t i o n  on V i r g i n i a ' s  s t r e e t c a r s  and 
buses did not  s ig n i f y  a swing to  the  Left,  any more than the "Prec ipice"  
a r t i c l e  had r epresented  a swing t o  the  r igh t .  He remained t ru e  to  h i s  
b e l i e f  t h a t ,  in most i ns t a nc e s ,  segregated  f a c i l i t i e s  s u i t e d  the needs 
and d e s i r e s  of  both races.  But t he  publ i c  conveyances in Richmond and 
o t h e r  V i r g i n i a  c i t i e s  posed a s p e c i a l  problem. Black and whi te  r i d e r s  
had f o r  decades been s ea ted  in d i f f e r e n t  s e c t io n s  of  the  same vehic le .  
When c rowded c o n d i t i o n s  made i t  d i f f i c u l t  t o  r ea ch  o ne ' s  p r o p e r  a r e a ,  
the  cons tan t  j o s t l i n g  became an i r r i t a t i n g  reminder  of d i sc r i m i na t i on .  
Dabney was uncomfor table  wi th such reminders  and ques t ioned the  wisdom
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of  enforc ing  such an unworkable p a r t  of the  Jim Crow system. Dropping 
t h i s  one a p p l i c a t i o n  of s e gr ega t i on  mi gh t  r e d uc e  i n t e r r a c i a l  f r i c t i o n  
and y e t  n o t  open t h e  door  t o  g e n e r a l  i n t e g r a t i o n .  I t  would s e r v e  as  
proof,  Dabney hoped, t h a t  Southern blacks  could t r u s t  the r eg ion ' s  own 
reformers ,  both black and whi te ,  to s e t  the  pace for  reasonable  change.
* * *
The p r essu res  f or  reform during t he  war years  had caused Dabney to 
c l a r i f y ,  but  n o t  t o  a l t e r ,  h i s  v i e w s  on r a c e  r e l a t i o n s .  He would 
c o n t i n u e  t o  c a l l  f o r  economic  and e d u c a t i o n a l  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  f o r  
S o u t h e r n  b l a c k s ,  w h i l e  a s su m in g  t h a t  both  r a c e s  would b e n e f i t  f rom 
s e g r e g a t i o n  in  most  a s p e c t s  o f  d a i l y  Li fe .  Tha t  a s s u m p t i o n  removed 
Dabney from the mainstream of r a c i a l  Liberal ism.  As the c i v i l  r i g h t s  
movement  began t o  t a k e  fo rm,  Dabney was a l r e a d y  in  t h e  b a c k w a t e r s  of  
pos t -war  l i b e ra l i s m.
Unwil l ing or  unable to  be l ieve  the  South was capable of more rapid 
reform,  Dabney was forced t o  r epea t  the  r e f r a i n s  of h i s  e a r l i e r  pieces .  
P a r t i c u l a r l y  t e l l i n g  was an a r t i c l e  in The Saturday Review of  L i t e r a t u r e  
wi th the r h e t o r i c a l  t i t l e ,  "Is  the South That  Bad?" Gone was the upbeat  
s p i r i t  of  t h e  New South e n t h u s i a s t  s een  i n  Below t h e  Po tomac . In i t s  
p lace  was the defens iveness  of  a Southerner  wondering why h i s  region was 
" the most d i scussed,  the  most debated,  and t he  most denounced s e c t i o n  of  
t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s . "  Dabney was no t  b l i n d  t o  t h e  f a u l t s  o f  t h e  Sout h ,  
for  he s t i l l  condemned the  t a c t i c s  of  r a c e - b a i t i n g  demagogues and the  
p o l l  t a x  advocacy of  mach in e  p o l i t i c i a n s . ® ®  But on o t h e r  s u b j e c t s  he 
was purely the a po log i s t ,  determined t o  c a s t  the  South in a good Light.  
Whi l e  a d m i t t i n g  t h a t  t h e  t e n a n t s  and s h a r e c r o p p e r s  of  t he  South  were  
"among t h e  most  d i s a d v a n t a g e d  c i t i z e n s  of  t h e  Un i t ed  S t a t e s , "  Dabney
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s h i f t e d  the responsi  bi Li ty f o r  those ci rcumstsnces.  'The system which
l ed  t o  t h e i r  p o v e r t y  grew up in  t h e  wske of  t h e  C i v i l  War, and . . . t h e
F e d e r a l  gov er nmen t  . . . d i d  n o t h i n g  e i t h e r  t o  a l L e v i a t e  i t  or  t o  make
some more e qu i t a b l e  system poss ib le . "  For c o n t r a s t ,  Dabney pointed to
the Midwest,  which in the 1940 census had shown a h igher  percentage of
farms opera ted by t e n an t s  than was the  case in severa l  Southern s t a t e s .
His conclus ion was t h a t  "whi le condi t i ons  on these  Midwestern farms a re
b e t t e r ,  on t h e  whole ,  t h an  on t h o s e  in t h e  S ou t h ,  t h e  n o t i o n  t h a t  t h e
South has a monopoly on farm tenancy i s  f a n t a s t i c . "  Clear ly ,  Dabney was
more i n t e n t  on c i t i n g  s t a t i s t i c s  t h a n  on e x p l o r i n g  t h e  q u a l i t a t i v e
37d i f f e r e n c e s  between Northern and Southern tenancy and sharecropping.
On t h e  s u b j e c t  o f  o r g a n i z e d  l a b o r  in  t h e  S ou t h ,  Dabney was even 
l e s s  w i l l i n g  t o  a c k n o w l e d g e  t h e  r e g i o n ' s  i n a d e q u a c i e s .  From 
Recons t ruc t ion  onward, s a id  Dabney, the  r a i l r o a d s ,  power companies,  and 
f a c t o r i e s  of  the South had been owned and c on t r o l l e d  by Nor therners  to  
such a degree t h a t  the  South was " v i r t u a l l y  an exp l o i t ed  colony." From 
t h a t  o b s e r v a t i o n  came a d e d u c t i o n  which ,  i f  s t r a i n e d ,  was a t  l e a s t  
si  mple.
Has t h e  South been more a n t i - u n i o n  t h a n  t h e  Nor th?
Yes ,  and  e x c e s s i v e l y  so . . .  . Yet  g i v e n  t h e  
widespread Northern con t ro l  of Southern i ndus t ry ,  i t  
can r e a d i l y  be seen  t h a t  many of  t h e  S o u t h ' s  p r e m i e r  
u n i on -bus t e r s  a r e  e i t h e r  Nor therners  themselves  or a re  
c o n t r o l l e d  from beyond Mason and Dixon's Line.
Dabney c o n c l u d e d  t h e  a r t i c l e  w i t h  t h e  a d m o n i t i o n  t h a t  any f u r t h e r
a t t em pt  t o  f orce  r ap id  change upon the South would "tend to  discourage,
and even to  crush,  movements which o t he r wi se  might  br ing impor tant  and
38f a r - r e a c h i n g  advances^"
W i t h  D a b n e y ' s  c o n t i n u i n g  d e v o t i o n  t o  g r a d u a l i s m ,  t h e
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recommendations of  P r e s i d en t  Truman's Civ i l  Rights  Commission, r e l eased
in 1947, represented  t he  kind of  f ede ra l  i n i t i a t i v e  which he could in no
way s u p p o r t .  Except  f o r  h i s  r e l a t i v e l y  b r i e f  e n d o r s e m e n t  o f  f e d e r a l
a n t i  l y n c h i n g  l e g i s l a t i o n ,  Dabney had a l w a y s  b e l i e v e d  t h e  s t a t e s  were
bes t  able  to  manage problems in such s e n s i t i v e  a reas  as race r e l a t i o n s .
Dabney emphasized t h a t  i t  was " imposs ible  for  any s in ce r e  American to
d i sagr ee  wi th many of the general  p r i n c i p l e s  l a id  down in the r ep or t  of
the  [ P re s id en t ' s ]  commit tee , "  but he found t h e i r  " s p e c i f i c  p r oposa l s  . .
. e n t i r e l y  t oo  d r a s t i c . "  The commiss ion  had recommended i m m e d i a t e
p a s s a g e  of  f e d e r a l  l e g i s l a t i o n  p r o v i d i n g  f o r :  C1) a p e r ma ne n t  F a i r
Employment  P r a c t i c e s  Commiss ion  w i t h  e n f o r c e m e n t  powers ;  [2] h a r s h
p e n a l t i e s  a g a i n s t  l y n c h i n g ;  [3) t h e  e l i m i n a t i o n  of  p o l l  t a x e s  i f  t h e
s t a t e s  d i d  no t  end them a t  once;  C4] t he  d e n i a l  o f  f e d e r a l  a i d  t o  any
publ ic  or p r i v a t e  agency a l lowing d i s c r i m i n a t i o n ;  and [5) desegregat ion
39in a l l  a r eas ,  i nc luding  the publ ic  schools .
Dabney reasoned t h a t  i f  e x i s t i n g  s t a t e  n ond i sc r imina t i on  laws were
so b l a t a n t l y  i g n o r e d  in New York and P e n n s y l v a n i a ,  w i t h  t h e i r  s m a l l
p e r c e n t a g e  o f  Negro i n h a b i t a n t s ,  t h e r e  was no way t h a t  f e d e r a l  l aws
would be any more welcome in Southern s t a t e s ,  wi th t h e i r  p r opo r t i ona t e l y
much l a r g e r  Negro p op ul a t i on s .40 Returning severa l  months l a t e r  to  the
p o i n t  t h a t  l aws do n o t  a l w a y s  shape p r a c t i c e s ,  Dabney e x t e n d e d  t h e
c o n t r a s t  between North and South:
In t h e  Nor th ,  where  s t r i c t  l aws  have been pa s se d  
making s e g r e g a t i o n  and  d i s c r i m i n a t i o n  i l l e g a l ,  
punishable  by heavy f i ne s  and imprisonment ,  they are  
evaded and i g n o r e d .  In  t h e  Sou th ,  where  s t r i c t  Laws 
have been passed making segrega t ion  compulsory,  they 
are  o f ten  evaded and ignored.
By Dabney ' s  e s t i m a t i o n ,  a d v o c a t e s  of  u s i n g  f e d e r a l  power  in r a c i a l
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m a t t e r s  f a i l e d  to  t ake  account  of the f a c t  t h a t  the improvement of the 
b lack  man's environment  had in many ways progressed much f u r t h e r  in the  
South than in the N o r t h . ^  Dabney thus  was able  to cont inue be l iev i ng  
in s egrega t ion  as a f a i r  system, in need only of more equal  f a c i l i t i e s  
and g r e a t e r  economic o p p o r t u n i t i e s  fo r  blacks.
Though Dabney was w e l l  back from t h e  f r o n t  o f  r e fo r m on many 
i s s u e s ,  t h e s e  were  h a r d l y  y e a r s  of  s t a g n a t i o n  w i t h i n  h i s  c a r e e r  as  a 
j o u r n a l i s t  and e d i t o r .  I nd ee d ,  Dabney r e c e i v e d  t h e  P u l i t z e r  P r i z e  i n  
1948 f o r  e d i t o r i a l s  he had w r i t t e n  the previous  year.  While the pr ize  
commit tee did not  spec i fy  which columns had prompted the  award,  a review 
of  t h e  e d i t o r i a l s  Dabney had w r i t t e n  in  1947 shows s e v e r a l  f o r c e f u l  
p i e c e s  on l y n c h i n g . ^2 i n  1949 Dabney p u b l i s h e d  h i s  t h i r d  book,  Dry 
Messiah. A biography of  Methodis t  Bishop James Cannon, J r . ,  founder  of 
V i r g i n i a ' s  A n t i - S a l o o n  League,  t h e  book d e a l t  a t  l e n g t h  w i t h  t h e  
p o l i t i c s  and hypocrisy which c h a r a c t e r i ze d  Cannon's long career .  Dabney 
had w r i t t e n  a d r a f t  o f  t h e  volume t w e n t y  y e a r s  e a r l i e r ,  but  Cannon' s  
L i t ig i ou s  h a b i t s  had prevented p u b l i ca t i o n  u n t i l  a f t e r  h i s  death.  The 
book received many favorab le  reviews,  but s a l e s  were m o d e s t . ^
The r e po r t  i ssued by P r es id en t  Truman's Ci v i l  Rights  Commission in 
1947 had s i g n a l e d  t h e  s t a r t  of  a n a t i o n a l  d e b a t e  on t h e  use  of  f e d e r a l  
power a g a i n s t  segregat ion.  Within a shor t  t ime,  t h a t  debate focused on 
s e g r e g a t e d  e d u c a t i o n .  Unl i ke  t h e  days  o f  t h e  Ga in es  c a s e ,  t h e  i s s u e  
t h i s  t i m e  was s e p a r a t i o n  o f  t h e  r a c e s  in p u b l i c  s c h o o l s .  In  June  
1 951 , Dabney w r o t e  an e d i t o r i a l  d i s c u s s i n g  t h e  i m p l i c a t i o n s  o f  a case  
pend ing  in  C h a r l e s t o n ,  South  C a r o l i n a .  The N.A.A.C.P. had f i l e d  s u i t ,  
c i t i n g  t h e  v a s t l y  unequ a l  e d u c a t i o n a l  f a c i l i t i e s  in Clarendon County, 
South  C a r o l i n a ,  a s k i n g  t h a t  t he  c o u r t s  end s e g r e g a t i o n  t h e r e .  Even
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though the Federal  D i s t r i c t  Court  had not  ye t  ruled in the  case,  Dabney 
a n t i c i p a t e d  an a p p e a l  t o  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  Supreme Cour t .  At t h a t  
l eve l ,  he saw t h re e  p o ss ib l e  dec i s ions .  F i r s t ,  the Supreme Court  might  
f in d  t h a t  a l l  segrega t ion  in the schools  was in v i o l a t i o n  of the Federal  
C o ns t i t u t i on .  Second, the j u s t i c e s  might  ru le  t h a t  segregated schools  
were u n c o n s t i t u t i o n a l  for  the d i s t r i c t  charged in the case,  because of  
the wide d i f f e r e n t i a l  in the  q u a l i t y  of the  f a c i l i t i e s  provided.  Dabney 
s a i d  such a d e c i s i o n  wouLd pu t  o t h e r  d i s t r i c t s  on n o t i c e  t o  e q u a l i z e  
t h e i r  f a c i l i t i e s  i f  they wished to  avoid s i m i l a r  l i t i g a t i o n .  Third,  the 
high cour t  might  adhere to  the  Plessv doc t r ine  t h a t  f a c i l i t i e s  could be 
s ep a r a t e  i f  they were s u b s t a n t i a l l y  e q u a l . ^ 4
Having s t a t e d  t h re e  views the Supreme Court  might  take  in the South 
Carol ina  case,  Dabney drew a t t e n t i o n  t o  the  ma jor i ty  opinion w r i t t e n  by 
C h i e f  J u s t i c e  Vi n son i n  S w e a t t  v. Pai  n t e r  (339 U.S. 629) t h e  p r e v i o u s  
year.  In order ing Herman Swea t t ' s  admiss ion to  the  Univers i ty  of Texas 
Law S ch oo l ,  Vinson had w r i t t e n  t h a t  " t h e  S t a t e  must  p r o v i d e  l e g a l  
e d u c a t i o n  f o r  p e t i t i o n e r  . . .  a s  soon as  i t  does  f o r  a p p l i c a n t s  o f  any 
o t h e r  g roup."  Dabney t o o k  t h i s  t o  mean t h a t  "where t h i s  i s s u e  a r i s e s ,  
f a c i l i t i e s  must be equa l i zed  w i t h i n  a few months, i.e.  by the opening of  
t h e  n e x t  s c h o o l  y e a r ,  i f  e q u a l i z a t i o n  i s  t o  be o f f e r e d  as  a s u b s t i t u t e  
f o r  i n t e g r a t i o n . "  ( I t a l i c s  a r e  Dabney ' s ) .  Even i f  t h e  Un i t e d  S t a t e s  
Supreme Court  were to  uphold the  PLessv do c t r in e  in the South Carol ina  
c a s e ,  e x p l a i n e d  Dabney,  some s o r t  of  c r o s s r o a d s  was coming f o r  t h e  
South.
The very  b e s t  we can hope f o r  . . .  i s  a d e c i s i o n  
which would, in e f f e c t ,  make s u b s t a n t i a l  e q u a l i z a t i on  
o f  f a c i l i t i e s  manda t or y  t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  South ,  i f  
s egrega t ion  i s  to be maintained.  Then each p o l i t i c a l  
s ubdiv i s i on  would have to decide what to do— whether
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t o  undergo t h e  e x t r e m e l y  heavy expens e  n e c e s s a r y  in  
some a r e a s  t o  e q u a l i z e  b u i l d i n g s ,  s a l a r i e s ,  
t r a n s p o r t a t i o n  and f a c i l i t i e s  . . . .
Dabney be l i eved  t h a t  the  equal  f a c i l i t i e s  he had long advocated for  were
soon to  be r e q u i r e d  by t h e  Cour t  in p u b l i c  s c h o o l s .  He had devoted
n e a r l y  a l l  of  t h i s  l e n g t h y  e d i t o r i a l  t o  t h e  Legal  p o i n t s  i n v o l v e d  and
o f f e r e d  on l y  one o b s e r v a t i o n  r e g a r d i n g  t h e  r e c e p t i o n  t he  South  was
Likely to give to  a demand for  equal  f a c i l i t i e s .  "In a r eas  where only a
few Negroes  l i v e ,  i t  seems p r o b a b l e  t h a t  p u b l i c  s e n t i m e n t  would
acquiesce in t h e i r  admiss ion to  the  schools  reserved f or  whi t es  . . . ."
Dabney did not  p r e d i c t  a harsh r ea c t i on  to  the  coming decis ion.  He had
even p r ed i c t ed  i n t e g r a t i o n  would occur where the smal l  number of black
s tuden t s  would make d u p l i c a t e  f a c i l i t i e s  a complete waste of t ax  money.
But Dabney's o p t i m i s t i c  tone was due in Large p a r t  to  h i s  hope t h a t  the
45cou r t s  would not  c a l l  f o r  immediate i n t e g r a t i o n  of  aLL schools .
L a t e r  t h a t  same month,  t h e  D i s t r i c t  C o ur t  r u l e d  in  t h e  South
C a r o l i n a  c a s e  t h a t  s e p a r a t e  s c h o o l s  were  l e g a l .  The C la r end on  County
d i s t r i c t  was o r d e r e d  t o  move t o w ar d  e qu a l  f a c i l i t i e s  and r e p o r t  i t s
p r o g r e s s  t o  t he  c o u r t  i n  s i x  months .  Dabney v i ew ed  t h e  r u l i n g  as  one
s t r i k i n g  the  proper  balance:
T h i s  i s  f a i r  enough.  The c o u r t  d o e s n ' t  o r d e r  t h e  
l o c a l  a u t h o r i t i e s  t o  pe r fo rm t h e  i m p o s s i b l e ,  bu t  i t  
does show t h a t  i t  i n t ends  t o  have s u b s t a n t i a l  e qua l i ty  
of  i n s t r u c t i o n  and f a c i l i t i e s  w i t h i n  a r e a s o n a b l e  
t i  me.
Dabney c losed t h i s  e d i t o r i a l  wi th the  hope t h a t  the  Supreme Court  would
u ph ol d  t h e  d e c i s i o n  and " t h a t  t he  South  w i l l  be s p a r e d  the  t e r r i f i c
s o c i a l  and c u l t u r a l  shock of overnight  a b o l i t i o n  of s eg rega t ion  in the
46pu bl ic  schools .  Nei ther  race i s  ready for  so d r a s t i c  a step."
Seven months Later ,  the  United S t a t e s  Supreme Court  remanded the
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case t o  the D i s t r i c t  Court .  Dabney specula ted  t h a t  the a c t i on  could be
" i n t e r p r e t e d  as s i g n i f y i n g  t h a t  the  n a t ion ' s  h ighes t  t r i b u n a l  w i l l  not
d e c l a r e  s e g r e g a t i o n  u n c o n s t i t u t i o n a l  pe r  se ."  Then,  t h i n k i n g  more
r e a l i s t i c a l l y ,  he descr ibed  t he  a c t io n  as one which wouLd give the  South
"a b r e a t h i n g  s p e l l  in  which t o  e q u a l i z e  f a c i l i t i e s  f u r t h e r  b e f o r e  t h e
momentous  d e c i s i o n  i s  handed down.” Dabney added t h a t  e q u a l i z a t i o n
should proceed not  merely from f ea r  of  impending cour t  dec i s ions ,  but
because i t  was the  r i g h t  th ing  t o  do in order  to provide the  q u a l i t y  of
e d u c a t i o n  t h e  b l a c k  r a c e  d e s e r v e d .  He r e p o r t e d  t h a t  a Topeka,  Kansas
case might  reach the high cour t  before  i t  cons idered the  South Carol ina
case again.  Dabney was a l ready f a m i l i a r  wi th the Kansas case,  and knew
t h a t  the  dec i s ion  would be broadly app l i cab le :
In the Kansas case,  the ques t i on  whether segrega t ion  
i s  c o n s t i t u t i o n a l  per  se i s  s a id  t o  be the  only i ssue ,  
s i n c e  i t  i s  a d m i t t e d  by a l l  p a r t i e s  t o  t h e  s u i t  t h a t  
t h e  p u b l i c  s c h o o l  f a c i l i t i e s  i n  q u e s t i o n  a r e  
a l t o g e t h e r  e q u a l  f o r  t h e  two r a c e s .  Hence when t h e  
c o u r t  d e c i d e s  t h i s  c a s e ,  i t  a p p a r e n t l y  w i l l  have t o  
r u l e  t h a t  s e g r e g a t i o n  e i t h e r  i s  o r  i s  n o t  
cons t i  t u t i o n a l . 7
He had h a r d l y  o v e r s t a t e d  t h e  s i g n i f i c a n c e  of  t h e  a p p r o a c h i n g  Brown 
deci si  on.
I n  December  1952 t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  Supreme Cour t  began h e a r i n g  
a r g u m e n t s  i n  t h e  c a s e  from Kansas ,  and r e l a t e d  c a s e s  from t h r e e  o t h e r  
s t a t e s  and t h e  D i s t r i c t  of  Columbia .  The T i mes-Di s p a t c h  s t i l l  
c o n s i d e r e d  i t  " u n l i k e l y "  t h a t  a l l  s e g r e g a t i o n  in  t he  p u b l i c  s c h o o l s  
would be dec la red  u n c o n s t i t u t i o n a l ,  be l iev i ng  i n s t ead  t h a t  a r e l a t i v e l y  
s h o r t  t i m e  f r a me  would be e s t a b l i s h e d  f o r  t h e  e q u a l i z a t i o n  of  
e d u c a t i o n a l  f a c i l i t i e s  and c u r r i c u l a . 4 ® When, in mid-1953, the  cour t  
c a l l e d  f o r  r e a r g u m e n t  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  Oc to be r ,  Dabney c a u t i o n e d  h i s
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readers  t h a t  t h e r e  was much to be done in the  a v a i l a b l e  s ix  months.
The g r e a t e r  t he  p r o g r e s s  made b e t ween  now and t h e  
c o u r t ' s  r u l i n g ,  t h e  l e s s  w i l l  r emai n  t o  be done 
a f t e r w a r d  t o w a r d  e q u a l i z a t i o n — a s s u m i n g  t h a t  
e q u a l i z a t i o n  i s  what the c our t  w i l l  order  as t he  pr i ce  
of  c o n t i n u e d  s e g r e g a t i o n .  I t  s t i l l  seems p r o b a b l e  
t h a t  such w i l l  be i t s  decision.^®
Vi r g i n i us  Dabney had not  ignored the p o s s i b i l i t y  of  a Supreme Court  
r u l i n g  a g a i n s t  a l l  s e g r e g a t i o n  i n  p u b l i c  s c h o o l s .  In f a c t ,  he was 
c e r t a i n  t h a t  s e g r e g a t i o n  co u l d  no t  be m a i n t a i n e d  f o r e v e r . B u t  he 
cons idered co ur t -o r de r ed  school  desegregat ion  unacceptable  both in i t s  
use  o f  f e d e r a l  power  and i n  i t s  demands f o r  o v e r n i g h t  d e p a r t u r e s  f rom 
S o u t h e r n  c us tom s .  Over a p e r i o d  of  f i f t e e n  y e a r s ,  s e v e r a l  c a s e s  
i n v o l v i n g  u n i v e r s i t i e s  and p r o f e s s i o n a l  s c h o o l s  had led t o  a c e r t a i n  
amount of i n t e g r a t i o n ,  but only because equal f a c i l i t i e s  and programs 
f o r  b l a c k s  were  n o t  a v a i l a b l e  and cou l d  no t  be made a v a i l a b l e  in  t h e  
f o r s e e a b l e  fu ture .
Dabney viewed t h e  p u b l i c  s c h o o l s  a s  a d i f f e r e n t  i s s u e  e n t i r e l y .  
The percentage of  blacks  in the  popula t ions  of many Southern communit ies 
would make school  desegrega t ion  f a r  d i f f e r e n t  from the  token i n t e g r a t i o n  
o f  a d m i t t i n g  a h a n d f u l  of  t a l e n t e d  b l a c k s  t o  i n s t i t u t i o n s  of  h i g h e r  
l e a r n i n g .  The p u b l i c  s c h o o l s ,  cha r ged  w i t h  t h e  t a s k  o f  t r a i n i n g  
youngs te r s  of both races ,  shaped the  l i v e s  of a l l  Southerners  in t h e i r  
fo rmat i ve  years .  The schools ,  explained Dabney, were a t  the cen te r  of 
the system of  segregat ion .  'Th i s  i s  the  form of  r a c i a l  s ep ara t ion  which 
a m a j o r i t y  o f  S o u t h e r n e r s  c o n s i d e r  more i m p o r t a n t  t h a n  any o t h e r .  To 
knock i t  o u t  would be t o  knock t h e  k e y s t o n e  f rom t he  s e g r e g a t i o n  
a r c h . " 5^
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CHAPTER FIVE 
REASON 
1954-1958
Over the course of s evera l  decades,  cons ide rab le  p rogress  had been 
made in chang in g  t h e  a t t i t u d e s  of  w h i t e  S o u t h e r n e r s  t o  a p o s i t i o n  of  
accept ing  more o p p o r t u n i t i e s  f o r  blacks .  The seeds of t h a t  improvement 
were n a t i ve  to  the  South,  embodied in  the  moderate e lements  of  whi te and 
b l a c k  r e form gro up s .  Given t i m e ,  S o u t h e r n  b l a c k s  would e x p e r i e n c e  
enough advancement  t o  t u r n  away from t h e  i r r e s p o n s i b l e  l e a d e r s h i p  
o f fe r ed  by r a d i c a l s  from the North. Gradual ,  evolu t ionary  change, the 
kind t h a t  leaves l a s t i n g  r e s u l t s ,  would cont inue to improve the  l i v e s  of 
Southern b lacks  whi l e  ma i nt a i ni ng  the segregat ion  which a ma j or i ty  of 
each r ace  d e s i r e d .  Such were  Dabney' s  v i e ws  as  t h e  Un i t e d  S t a t e s  
Supreme Court prepared to  ru le  on the  i ssue  of  pub l ic  school  s egrega t ion  
in the  spr ing of  1954.
The Supreme Co ur t  handed down t h e  d e c i s i o n  in  Brown v. Board o f
E d u c a t i o n  o f  Topeka (347 U.S. 483) on May 17, d e c l a r i n g  t h a t  " s e p a r a t e
e d u c a t i o n a l  f a c i l i t i e s  a r e  i n h e r e n t l y  u n eq ua l . "  The n ex t  day,  Dabney
devoted two f u l l  columns to  an a n a l y s i s  of  the impact  the  ru l ing  would
have on the  South. His tone was not  one of  h o s t i l i t y :
What seems d e s i r a b l e  t o d a y ,  in t h e  l i g h t  of  t he
cou r t ' s  f ind ing ,  i s  for  men and women of good w i l l  in
both  r a c e s  t o  keep t h e i r  head s ,  t o  avo i d  t h r e a t s  and 
h y s t e r i a ,  and to  seek reasonable  and sane s o lu t i ons .
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However, he was c e r t a i n  t h a t  the Supreme Court  had f a i l e d  to understand 
t h e  b r e a d t h  and dep t h  of  t h e  ch an g es  which would be r e q u i r e d  o f  t h e  
South .  He was a l s o  c onc e r ne d  as  t o  t h e  r a t e  a t  which d e s e g r e g a t i o n  
might  be expected to  occur.  I t  would have been p r e fe r ab l e ,  s a id  Dabney, 
i f  t h e  j u s t i c e s  had e s t a b l i s h e d  a s e r i e s  of  s t e p s  r e q u i r i n g ,  f o r  
exampl e ,  t e n  p e r c e n t  i n t e g r a t i o n  a f t e r  one y e a r ,  f i f t y  p e r c e n t  a f t e r  
t h r e e  y e a r s ,  and c o m p l e t e  i n t e g r a t i o n  of  s c h o o l s  "some y e a r s  a f t e r  
t h a t . "  Dabney d i d  n o t  say t h a t  d e s e g r a t i o n  would n o t  work;  he s a i d  i t  
could be achieved only s lowly.
Dabney saw another  compl ica t ion  in the  var i ed  demographic p a t t e r n s
of  t h e  South .  B e l i e v i n g  t h a t  " the  p e r c e n t a g e  of  Negroes  in t he
popula t ion  of any p o l i t i c a l  u n i t  i s  usua l ly  the key to  the  i n t e r r a c i a l
problem t he r e , "  Dabney expected adjus tment  problems would be worst  in
ar eas  wi th a l arge  p r opor t ion  of blacks  in t he  populat ion.  In add i t i on ,
c i t i e s  w i t h  s e g r e g a t e d  r e s i d e n t i a l  a r e a s  in c l o s e  p r o x i m i t y  would
exper ience  problems somewhat d i f f e r e n t  from those of ru ra l  a reas  wi th
widely s c a t t e r e d  r e s i d e n t s .  Cl ea r l y ,  sa id  Dabney, compliance wi th the
Supreme Cour t ' s  r u l i ng  would r e q u i r e  "a va r i e t y  of approaches." Without
ques t i on ing  the a u t h o r i t y  of  the United S t a t e s  Supreme Court t o  render  a
d ec i s i on  of  the  kind j u s t  announced, Dabney saw l i m i t s  to  the  speed wi th
which such " soc i a l  d i s l o c a t i o n s "  couLd be e f fec t ed :
Despi te  yes te rday ' s  ru l i ng  by the cour t ,  epoch-making 
though i t  i s ,  seg rega t ion  in the publ i c  schools  of the 
S o u t h  i s  n o t  a b o u t  t o  be e l i m i n a t e d .  F i n a l  
achievement  of t h a t  o b j e c t i v e  i s  years ,  perhaps many 
years ,  in t he  fu ture .^
I f  Dabney hoped t h a t  the  c o u r t s  might  r econs ider  and back away from 
the not ion of rapid desegregat ion ,  the dec i s ions  which fol lowed dashed 
t h o s e  hopes .  In J u l y  1955,  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  C i r c u i t  Co ur t  o f  Appe a l s
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in Columbi a ,  South  C a r o l i n a  o r d e r e d  an end t o  t h e  J im Crow s e a t i n g  
p r a c t i c e s  o f  a Columbia  bus company.  Dabney w o r r i e d  t h a t  t h e  Brown 
d e c i s i o n  had s e t  an example  of  s weep i ng  change which o t h e r  f e d e r a l  
c o u r t s  were  appLying in  a r e a s  f a r  removed from e d u c a t i o n .  S i nce  t h e  
Brown dec i s ion ,  Lower f ede ra l  cou r t s  had ruled a g a i n s t  the s e p a r a t e - b u t -  
equal doc t r i ne  as i t  app l ied  to  playgrounds in Maryland, publ ic  parks in 
Vi r g in ia ,  and now i n t r a s t a t e  t r a n s p o r t a t i o n  in South Carol ina.  I t  was 
i r o n i c  t h a t  the  bus desegregat ion  dec i s ion  should have prompted Dabney 
t o  d e l i v e r  t h i s  s t r o n g  c o m p l a i n t  ab ou t  " t h e  b l i t z k r i e g  speed  of  r a c e  
d e c i s i o n s . "  A f t e r  a l l ,  i t  was t h e  Richmond T i mes-Di s p a t c h  which had 
a d v o c a t e d  j u s t  such a change f o r  i n t r a s t a t e  b u s e s  i n  V i r g i n i a  t w e l v e  
years  e a r l i e r .  But Dabney saw the  c i rcumstances  as very d i f f e r e n t .  In 
1943, he had c a l l e d  f o r  V i rg in i ans  and t h e i r  General  Assembly t o  abandon 
a p a t t e r n  of  s egregated  s e a t in g  which was not  working,  wi thout  touching 
t h e  o t h e r  m a n i f e s t a t i o n s  o f  J im Crow. T h i s  t i m e ,  s a i d  Dabney,  t h e  
f e d e ra l  cou r t s  were a t t empt ing  to  l e g i s l a t e  the  end of segregat ion.  He 
was c e r t a i n  t h a t  the people of  the South,  both whi t e  and black,  were not 
ready f o r  such r a p i d  changes  in t h e  f u n d a m e n t a l  a s p e c t s  of  r ace
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r e l a t i o n s .
On May 31,  1955, as a fo l low-up to  t he  Brown deci s ion ,  the  Supreme
Court  ruled C349 U.S. 294] t h a t  r a c i a l  d i s c r i m i n a t i o n  in admiss ions  to  
p u b l i c  s c h o o l s  was t o  end " w i t h  a l l  d e l i b e r a t e  speed . "  Dabney,  
u n w i l l i n g  t o  a d v o c a t e  d e f i a n c e  of  a Supreme Cour t  o r d e r  and y e t  
c o g n i z a n t  of  t h e  d i f f e r i n g  l e v e l s  o f  t e n s i o n  in v a r i o u s  p a r t s  of  
V i r g i n i a ,  hoped t h e  Ge ne r a l  Assembly would a l l o w  "Local  o p t i o n . "  By 
t h i s  provis ion ,  each p o l i t i c a l  e n t i t y  in the  s t a t e  would be alLowed to 
d e c i d e  w h e t h e r  or  no t  t o  i n t e g r a t e  s c h o o l s .  Dabney c o n s i d e r e d  t h i s
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appr oach  both m o d e r a t e  and w or k a b l e .  Obv i ou s l y ,  i t  f e l l  s h o r t  of  
beginning the desegregat ion  of a l l  school  d i s t r i c t s .  But local  opt ion 
was c e r t a i n l y  a more L i b e r a l  s o l u t i o n  th an  t h a t  which V i r g i n i a ' s
Agovernment adopted.
S e n a t o r  Har ry  F. Byrd made i t  known t h a t  he e x p e c t e d  Governor  
Stanley and the Democrat ic machine t o  r e s i s t  a l l  e f f o r t s  to  i n t e g r a t e  
V i r g i n i a ' s  s c h o o l s .  T h e i r  r e s p o n s e ,  which would become known as  
"massive r e s i s t a n c e , "  found express ion  in l e g i s l a t i o n  which requi red  the 
c l o s i n g  of  any p u b l i c  s c h o o l  r a t h e r  than  a l l o w  i n t e g r a t i o n  of  i t s  
s tudent  body. The Democrat ic l eadership ,  which had o r i g i n a l l y  declared 
i t s  i n t e n t i o n  t o  s u p p o r t  l o c a l  o p t i o n ,  was c r i t i c i z e d  in  t h  e Ti mes-  
Di s p a t c h  f o r  t h i s  " b re a ch  o f  f a i t h . "  I t  was t h e  l a s t  i n s t a n c e ,  f o r  a 
long t i m e ,  t h a t  Dabney would use  t h e  e d i t o r i a l  page t o  c r i t i c i z e  t h e  
do c t r in e  of massive r e s i s t a n c e .  The Bryan f ami ly ,  which had long owned 
the  News Leader , had purchased the  Times-Disoatch in 1940. The cur ren t  
p ub l i she r ,  D. Tennant Bryan, suppor ted massive r e s i s t a n c e ,  as did John 
D. Wise and Alan S. Donnahoe,  who s e r v e d  in  s u c c e s s i o n  as  g e n e r a l  
manager  of  t h e  T i mes-Di  s p a t c h  d u r i n g  t h e s e  y e a r s .  Wi t hou t  o r d e r i n g  
Dabney to  s u p p o r t  m a s s i v e  r e s i s t a n c e  e d i t o r i a l l y ,  t h e  p u b l i s h e r  
n e v e r t h e l e s s  made i t  c l e a r  t h a t  the e d i t o r ' s  columns should not  take a 
c o n t r a r y  view on t h i s  i s s u e .  Dabney obeyed from November 1955 to  
November 1958.®
V i r g i n i a ' s  r e s i s t a n c e  to cour t -o r de red  school  i n t e g r a t i o n  found i t s  
most eloquent  spokesman in James J. K i l pa t r i ck ,  e d i t o r  of  the Richmond 
News Leader. To j u s t i f y  massive r e s i s t a n c e ,  K i l p a t r i c k  r e su r re c te d  the  
d o c t r i n e  of  " i n t e r p o s i t i o n , "  l a s t  h e a r d  in t he  C i v i l  War e r a .  T h i s  
c o n c e p t ,  based  on t h e  compact  t h e o r y  of  go ver nment ,  e mphas iz ed  t h e
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r e s e r v e d  powers  r e t a i n e d  by t h e  s t a t e s  when t he  f e d e r a l  un ion  was 
formed. I t  al lowed the  c i t i z e n s  of  a s t a t e  to " in te rpose  the  s h i e l d  of 
S t a t e  sovere ignty  between the Federal  government and the ob jec t  of the 
F e d e r a l  g o v e r n m e n t ' s  enc r oachment s . "® In  F eb rua ry  1956 t h e  V i r g i n i a  
General  Assembly passed a r e s o l u t i o n  of  i n t e r p o s i t i o n .  S e v e r a l  o t h e r  
s t a t e s  f o l l o w e d  s u i t .  Dabney c ou l d  n o t  g i v e  s t r o n g  s u p p o r t  f o r  t h i s  
"long-outmoded theory." Ins t ead ,  he "mere ly  e x p r e s s e d  a p p r o v a l  o f  t h e  
r e s o l u t i o n  as a ges tu r e ,  with the  express  proviso t h a t  i t  must not  c a l l  
fo r  any form of n u l l i f i c a t i o n . " ^
Because Dabney wrote so l i t t l e  concerning i n t e r p o s i t i o n  and massive 
r e s i s t a n c e  on the e d i t o r i a l  page of the  Ti mes-Di s p a t c h . i t  i s  necessary 
to  examine o ther  sources  from t h a t  t h r e e - y e a r  per iod in o rder  to  moni tor  
h i s  v i e ws  on t he  s c h o o l  d e s e g r e g a t i o n  c r i s i s .  Few of  h i s  l e t t e r s  
c o n t a i n e d  d i s c u s s i o n s  o f  t h e  i s s u e .  His a r t i c l e s  d u r i n g  t h o s e  y e a r s  
t e n d e d  t o  r e p o r t  t h e  r e a c t i o n s  o f  S o u t h e r n e r s  t o  t h e  i n t e g r a t i o n  
q u e s t i o n ,  r a t h e r  t ha n  o f f e r  Dabney' s  own v iews .  N e v e r t h e l e s s ,  h i s  
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  t h e  c r i s i s  and i t s  o r i g i n s  can be s een  in s e v e r a l  
i t ems  he wrote dur ing t he  heyday of massive r e s i s t a n ce .
In the  summer o f  1956,  an a r t i c l e  by Dabney a p p e a r e d  in  t h e  
American Maoazine. On t he  eve of  the  new school year ,  Dabney cons idered 
v i o l e n c e  q u i t e  p o s s i b l e ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  i n  d i s t r i c t s  w i t h  b l a c k  
m a j o r i t i e s ,  i f  i n t e g r a t i o n  were a t tempted.  In an e f f o r t  to  exp la in  the  
e x i s t i n g  s t a t e  o f  i n t e r r a c i a l  f r i c t i o n ,  Dabney looked t o  t h e  p i v o t a l  
y e a r s  of  World War I I .  He l auded  t h e  " r e s t r a i n e d  and r e a s o n a b l e  
mani fe s t o"  framed a t  Durham, and descr ibed  the Southern RegionaL Council  
as  "a b i r a c i a l  o r g a n i z a t i o n  . . . whose obj e c t i  ve was t o  mee t  t h e  Negro 
hal fway,  and to  e l i m i n a t e  d i s c r i m i n a t i o n . "  U n f o r t u n a t e l y ,  i n s t e a d  of
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suppor t ing t h i s  worthy e f f o r t ,
most  S o u t h e r n  w h i t e s  began d r a g g i n g  t h e i r  f e e t  and 
r e f u s i n g  t o  c o - o p e r a t e  i n  a t t e m p t s  by a m i n o r i t y  of  
w h i t e  S o u t h e r n e r s  t o  o b t a i n  f o r  t h e  Negroes  b e t t e r  
o p p o r t u n i t i e s  . . . .  We were  u n ab l e  t o  g e t  t h e  co­
o p e r a t i o n  o f  i n f l u e n t i a l  s e g m e n t s  o f  S o u t h e r n  
s o c i e ty — notably bus iness  and p r of es s i ona l  groups.
The f a i l u r e  of  the  South' s  whi te  l eaders  to  n u r tu r e  t h i s  movement,
wi th i t s  devot ion to both a s p e c t s  of  the  s e p a r a t e - b u t - e q u a l  d o c t r i n e ,
c aus ed  S o u t h e r n  Negro l e a d e r s  t o  t u r n  t o  t h e  Nor th and t h e  N.A.A.C.P.
for  guidance.  That o rgan iza t ion ,  Dabney cont inued,  had once served the
Negro race  w e l l  in a d v o c a t i n g  t h e  e q u a l i z a t i o n  of  b l a c k  and w h i t e
t e a c h e r s '  s a l a r i e s  and t h e  a d m i s s i o n  of  b l a c k s  t o  g r a d u a t e  and
p r o f e s s i o n a l  s c h o o l s  p r e v i o u s l y  e n r o l l i n g  only whi tes .  However, sa id
Dabney,  t h e  N.A.A.C.P. had made " th e  b i g  m i s t a k e "  o f  a s su m in g  t h a t  what
had been achieved in advanced educat ion  could be done as smoothly in the
pub l ic  s c h o o l s .
T h i s  a r gu me n t  i g n o r e d  two s a l i e n t  f a c t s :  (13 Negro
s t ud en t s  who are  seeking degrees in law, medicine,  or 
advanced academic s u b j e c t s  a r e  mature men and women, 
and they  come i n t o  c o n t a c t  in c o l l e g e  w i t h  e q u a l l y  
mature whi t es .  (23 In each of these  i n s t i t u t i o n s ,  the 
Negroes c o n s t i t u t e  only a t iny  minor i ty  of  the s tudent  
body.
I f  Dabney had L i t t l e  t o  say r e g a r d i n g  i n t e r p o s i t i o n  and m a s s i v e  
r e s i s t a n c e ,  h i s  v i e w s  were c l e a r  as  t o  t h e  p r a c t i c a l  l i m i t s  o f  
i n t e g r a t i o n .  He considered i t  f a r  more f e a s i b l e  in a reas  having whi te  
m a j o r i t i e s .  Equally impor tant ,  desegregat ion  was more a ppr opr i a t e  when 
i t  involved a du l t s ,  r a t h e r  than c h i l dre n  or adolescent s .
At the core of  the oppos i t i on  to  school  desegrega t ion  was more than 
a d i s t a s t e  f o r  s o c i a l i z i n g  be twe en  b l a c k  and w h i t e  c h i l d r e n .  The 
u l t i m a t e  q u e s t i o n  was  t h e  d e g r e e  t o  w h i c h  r a c i a l  m i x i n g ,  o r
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m i s c e g e n a t i o n ,  would oc cu r .  In  an a d d r e s s  b e f o r e  t h e  N a t i o n a l
A s s o c i a t i o n  o f  S econdar y  School  P r i n c i p a l s  e a r l y  in  1957,  Dabney
expla ined  t h a t  the most i n f l u e n t i a l  argument aga i ns t  i n t e g r a t i o n ,  in the
minds of  most whi te  Southerners ,  was the b e l i e f  t ha t  school  i n t e g r a t i o n
would l e a d  t o  i n t e r r a c i a l  m a r r i a g e s  and t h e  "mongrel  i z a t i  on" o f  t h e
w h i t e  r ace .  Tha t  t e r m was no t  one which Dabney l i k e d  to  use ,  and t h e
p r i n t e d  a c c o u n t s  o f  h i s  s peech  e n c l o s e d  t h e  word in  q u o t a t i o n  marks .
Whi le  no t  condoning  t h e  i r r a t i o n a l  b i t t e r n e s s  r e p r e s e n t e d  in such a
b l a t a n t l y  r a c i s t  term,  Dabney did take t ime to explore  the  ma t t e r  from a
more reasoned per spec t ive .
I t  may be p o s s i b l e  t o  a r gu e  t h a t  i n t e g r a t i o n  would no t  
i n c r e a s e  t h e  l i k e l i h o o d  of  r a c i a l  a m a l g a m a t i o n  . . . .
But even i f  we a c c e p t  t h i s  a r g u m e n t ,  which I do n o t ,  t h e  
d e s i r a b i l i t y  t h a t  every  r a c e  s t r i v e  t o  m a i n t a i n  i t s  own 
i n t e g r i t y  seems t o  me to  be i n d i s p u t a b l e .  There  i s  
nothing in my t h e s i s  of b i go t ry  or  pre jud ice ,  and nothing 
h a v i n g  t o  do w i t h  s u p p o s e d  r a c i a l  s u p e r i o r i t y  or  
i n f e r i o r i t y .  My p o i n t  i s  t h a t  t h e  Negro s h o u ld  wi sh ,  no
l e s s  than the  whi te,  to  r e t a i n  h i s  r a c i a l  i d e n t i t y  and h i s
c u l t u r a l  h e r i t a g e ,  t o  the end t h a t  h i s  r ace ' s  i nd i spu tab l y  
g r e a t  achievements  can be properLy recognized and handed 
down to  h i s  p o s t e r i t y .
Dabney's views were f a r  removed, e s pe c i a l l y  in h i s  own mind, from 
t h e  h a t r e d  seen  in  t h o s e  w h i t e s  who b l o c k e d  s c h o o l  i n t e g r a t i o n  w i t h  
t h r e a t e n e d  and a c t u a l  v i o l e n c e .  By c o n t r a s t  w i t h  t h o s e  e l e m e n t s  of  
Southern s oc i e ty ,  Dabney was c a r e f u l l y  choosing words which r e f l e c t e d  
h i s  respec t  for  a l l  races  and c u l t u r e s .  At the  same t ime,  he remained 
f i rm in h i s  b e l i e f  t h a t  miscegenat ion would be d e t r im en ta l  to  both the 
whi t e  and the  black races,  and t h a t  such mixing would be the  i n e v i t a b l e
r e s u l t  o f  i n t e g r a t i o n  of  p u b l i c  s c h o o l s .  On t h i s  l a t t e r  p o i n t ,  he
s ubmi t t ed  as proof  the  r a c i a l  amalgamation which had occured in Cent ra l
and South  Amer ica .  He d i d  no t  d i s c u s s  t h e  c o n s i d e r a b l e  d i f f e r e n c e s
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between those a reas  and the  United S t a t e s  in te rms  of h i s to r y ,  race,  or 
11servi  tude .
In the  f a l l  of 1958, a t  the  reques t  of  Li fe  magazine, Dabney wrote
an a r t i c l e  s e t t i n g  f o r t h  t h e  v i e ws  of  most  V i r g i n i a n s  on t h e  i s s u e  o f  
12i n t e g r a t i o n .  He s t r e s s e d  the  g r e a t  s oc ia l  change which would occur in
the South i f  i n t e g r a t i o n  were forced.  To unders tand the enormity of  the
S o u t h ' s  p ro b le m,  s a i d  Dabney,  t h e  North need n o t  look ve ry  f a r .  F i ve
years  a f t e r  the  f i r s t  b lack f a m i l i e s  had moved in to  Chicago's Trumbull
Pa r k  h o u s in g  p r o j e c t ,  e x t r a  u n i t s  o f  p o l i c e  were  s t i l l  p a t r o l l i n g  t h e
area night  and day to  p r o t e c t  the b lack  f a m i l i e s  from angry whi tes .  And
the New York Times,  always ready to advise the  South on the  v i r t u e s  of
i n t e g r a t i o n ,  had r e c e n t l y  e d i t o r i a l i z e d  a g a i n s t  a non-d i  s c r i  m i n a t o  ry
housing s t a t u t e  fo r  t h a t  c i t y .  "We do not t h in k  the  people of New York
have been adequate ly  prepared f o r  the passage of t h i s  b i l l , "  wrote the
T i m e s . " P r o g r e s s  must  be a m a t t e r  of  e d u c a t i o n  and s p i r i t u a l  growth
r a t h e r  t han  a c ons equence  o f  l e g i s l a t i o n . "  "The w h i t e  S o u t h , "  s a i d
Dabney,  " cou ld  n o t  have put  more p e r f e c t l y  t h e  ca s e  a g a i n s t  t h e  1954
13Supreme Court deci s ion. "
Dabney was c h a l l e n g i n g  t h e  Supreme C o u r t ' s  wisdom,  but  not  i t s
a u t h o r i t y .  He had no doubt  t h a t  t h e  v a s t  m a j o r i t y  o f  V i r g i n i a n s  were
l a w - a b i d i n g  c i t i z e n s .  " V i r g i n i a n s  . . .  do not  f e e l  t h a t  they  a r e
'defying the Court . '  They a re  a t t emp t i ng  to  f in d  Legal means of coping
w i t h  t h e  immense d i f f i c u l t i e s  p r e c i p i t a t e d  by t h e  1954 d e c i s i o n . " ^
Discuss ing massive r e s i s t a n c e  onLy b r i e f l y ,  Dabney noted d i f f e r e n c e s  of
opinion on the  m e r i t s  of t h a t  pol icy:
The p e o p l e  o f  V i r g i n i a  a r e  uneasy and w o r r i e d .  They 
do n o t  know what  i s  i n  s t o r e ,  nor  do th ey  know how 
Long t h e i r  "massive r e s i s t a n c e "  Leg i s l a t ion  w i l l  s tand
I l l
up in t h e  c o u r t s .  Whi le  w h i t e  V i r g i n i a n s  a r e  w e l l -  
nigh un i ted  in t h e i r  d es i r e  to  prevent  mixed schools  
f o r  as  long as  p o s s i b l e ,  they  a r e  Less u n i t e d  in  
b e l iev i ng  t h a t  the "massive r e s i s t a n c e "  pol icy adopted 
by the s t a t e  l e g i s l a t u r e  i s  ne ce s s a r i l y  the  bes t  means 
of combat t ing i n t e g r a t i o n .
At no t i m e  had Dabney seen m e r i t  i n  t h e  t h r e a t  o f  c l o s i n g  s c h o o l s
as a means of  avoiding i n t e g r a t i o n .  For t h ree  years ,  he bided h i s  t ime
and f o c u s e d  h i s  w r i t i n g s  on o t h e r  s u b j e c t s ,  whiLe Tennant  Bryan
s u p p o r t e d  m a s s i v e  r e s i s t a n c e  and t h e  V i r g i n i a  D e m o c r a t i c  machine .
However, by November 1958, Bryan and Donnahoe could see t h a t  t he  co ur t s
were  very  l i k e l y  t o  hand down an a d v e r s e  r u l i n g .  B e l i e v i n g  t h a t
c o n t i n u e d  a d h e r e n c e  t o  m a s s i v e  r e s i s t a n c e  would be u s e l e s s ,  and no t
w i s h i n g  to  be in d e f i a n c e  of  t he  new c o u r t  o r d e r s ,  t h e  two l e a d i n g
Richmond d a i l i e s  changed t h e i r  p o s i t i o n  and began suppor t ing Governor J.
Li ndsay  Almond' s  l o c a l  o p t i o n  p l a n .  Many y e a r s  l a t e r ,  Dabney made no
claim to  have caused h i s  co l l eagues '  conversion.  But he was pleased to
see  t h e  change and once a g a i n  w r o t e  e d i t o r i a l s  e n d o r s i n g  t h e  Local
opt ion plan,  which he f e l t  would enable  the Old Dominion to  comply with
16desegrega t ion  r equi rement s  in a reasonable  fashion.
Dabney has  been c r i t i c i z e d  f o r  no t  t a k i n g  a s t r o n g  s t a n d  a g a i n s t
massive r e s i s t a n c e .  Some observer s  have suggested t h a t  he should have 
1 7r e s i g n e d .  He h as  s a i d  i n  r e s p o n s e  t h a t  he d i d  c o n s i d e r  l e a v i n g  t h e  
Ti mes-Di s pa tch . and t h a t  he d e f i n i t e l y  would have i f  the management had 
c o n t i n u e d  s u p p o r t i n g  m a s s i v e  r e s i s t a n c e  a f t e r  t h e  c o u r t s  had r u l e d  
a g a i n s t  i t .  As f o r  t h e  t h r e e  y e a r s  i n  which he q u i e t l y  w a i t e d  f o r  the  
end o f  m a s s i v e  r e s i s t a n c e ,  Dabney has  w r i t t e n  t h a t  he found s o l a c e  in  
knowing t h a t  "no e d i t o r  can be a l t o g e t h e r  f r e e  t o  w r i t e  w h a t e v e r  he 
wishes  on every conceivable  s ub j ec t ,  un less  he owns t he  paper." Even i f
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he could have found a p o s i t i o n  wi th another  paper,  he doubted he could 
f i n d  a n ew sp ap er  w i t h  which he a g r e e d  on a s  many i s s u e s  a s  t h e  Ti mes-  
D i s pa t ch . ^
To a l a r g e  e x t e n t ,  Dabney' s  d i s a p p r o v a l  of  m a s s i v e  r e s i s t a n c e  
c e n t e r e d  on t a c t i c s ,  no t  g o a l s .  Dabney a g r e e d  t h a t  t h e  Supreme Cour t  
was s e t t i n g  an agenda f o r  i n t e g r a t i o n  in educat ion and o t he r  a reas  which 
was t o t a l l y  u n r e a l i s t i c  f o r  t h e  South .  He a l s o  saw v a l u e  in u s i n g  
Legi t imate,  Legal means of  buying t ime  so t h a t  desegrega t ion  could occur 
a t  a workable pace. True,  Dabney worr ied  t h a t  "the c los i ng  of schools  . 
. . c a r r i e d  t o  i t s  u l t i m a t e  conclus ion,  appeared Likely to tu rn  V i rg in i a  
i n to  an educa t iona l  slum."'*® But he was c e r t a i n  t h a t  the  c o u r t s  would 
no t  long t o l e r a t e  a c t u a l  s ch o o l  c l o s i n g s ,  and h o p e f u l  t h a t  t h e  T i m e s -  
Di spatch would r e t u rn  to  i t s  r o l e  as advocate of reasonable  reform f or  
V i r g i n i a  and the  South.
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EPILOGUE
In the  seve ra l  decades t h a t  Vi rg in iu s  Dabney has expressed h i ms e l f  
in  e d i t o r i a l s ,  a r t i c l e s ,  and books ,  h i s  v i e w s  on m a t t e r s  of  r a ce  have 
changed very l i t t l e .  During the 1930's,  Dabney was known as one of  the 
most l i b e r a l  Southern j o u r n a l i s t s  fo r  h i s  advocacy of  more j u s t i c e  and 
g r e a t e r  economic  o p p o r t u n i t y  f o r  b l a c k s .  As t h e  war y e a r s  b r o u gh t  
heightened expec t a t i ons  to  the black community,  desegregat ion  emerged as 
one o f  t h e  p r i m a r y  g o a l s  o f  t h e  N.A.A.C.P. and o t h e r  b l a c k  
o r gan i za t ions .  The idea of  bLacks and whi t es  Living and working in such 
r ou t ine  contac t  had not  been a leading t o p i c  of  debate before the war, 
when Dabney had earned h i s  c r e d e n t i a l s  as a l i b e r a l .
Terms such as " L i b e r a l "  and " c o n s e r v a t i v e "  have t h e i r  us efu l nes s ,  
but a l so  d e f i n i t e  Limi ta t ions .  The a f f i x i n g  of such Labels in t h i s  case 
can do much t o  h i d e  bo t h  t h e  c o n s i s t e n c i e s  and t h e  c o n t r a d i c t i o n s  in 
Dabney' s  s e t  o f  b e l i e f s .  C o n s i d e r i n g  t h e  s o r t  o f  r e f o r m s  a s s o c i a t e d  
with l i b e r a l i s m ,  one may conclude t h a t  a " l i b e r a l "  would l i k e l y  rev i se  
h i s  g o a l s  and v a l u e s  in  t h e  c o u r s e  o f  a l i f e t i m e ,  as h i s  s o c i e t y  
chang es .  Such r e v i s i o n  was n o t  t h e  ca s e  w i t h  Mr. Dabney.  The 
c o n s i s t e n c y  o f  h i s  v i e w s  r e g a r d i n g  b l a c k s ,  and t h e  e a r n e s t n e s s  o f  h i s  
warnings aga i ns t  ext remism,  suggest  t h a t  he i s  bes t  termed a "moderate,"  
i f  he must  be l a b e l e d  a t  aLL. T h i s  t e rm i s  one which Dabney h i m s e l f  
co ns i  ders  v a l i d J
The New South which was developing in the  t we n t i e t h  century was a
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phenomenon o f  many d i m e n s i o n s .  Gr e a t  changes  were  o c c u r r i n g  in 
p o l i t i c a l ,  economic ,  r e l i g i o u s ,  and c u L t u r a l  a r e a s .  Al though Dabney 
commented on the s i g n i f i c a n c e  of  these  and o ther  a reas  of development,  
he saw p a r t i c u l a r  i m p o r t a n c e  in t h e  p o t e n t i a l  to  improve  t h e  l i v e s  o f  
b l a c k s .  Lynching was to  him t h e  w o r s t  o b s c e n i t y  of  S o u t h e r n  l i f e ,  a 
t ragedy of vas t  p ropor t i ons .  I t  was the only r a c i a l  problem for  which 
he b e l i e v e d ,  f o r  a t i m e ,  t h a t  f e d e r a l  i n t e r v e n t i o n  was t h e  only  
so lu t i on .  That  immediate probLem as ide ,  Dabney drew a t t e n t i o n  to the 
need f or  expanded economic and educa t iona l  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  fo r  Negroes, so 
t h a t  they  mi gh t  b r e a k  t h e  c y c l e  o f  p o v e r t y  and i g n o r a n c e  and become 
product ive  and s a t i s f i e d  members of  s oc ie ty .
The f o u n d a t i o n  o f  D a b n e y ’s r a c i a l  l i b e r a l i s m  incLuded key 
i n d i v i d u a l s  and e x p e r i e n c e s .  His  p a r e n t s '  i n f l u e n c e  was r a t h e r  
i n d i r e c t ,  inasmuch as t h e i r  v i ews  on r a c i a l  i s s u e s  were  Largely  
t r a d i t i o n a l .  Within the  f our th  e s t a t e ,  the work of  H. L. Mencken had a 
ma j or  i mpac t  on Dabney,  p r o v i d i n g  a model  o f  c r i t i c a l  t h i n k i n g  and 
j o u r n a l i s t i c  c o u r a ge .  Dabney’s i n t r o d u c t i o n  to  t h e  dua l  s ys t em of  
Southern j u s t i c e  came in h i s  ea r ly  years  of  repor t ing .  His observa t ion  
of  p o l i c e  c o u r t  p r o c e e d i n g s  awakened Dabney to  t h e  d eg r ee  o f  r a c i a l  
d i s c r i m i n a t i o n  in V i r g i n i a  and the r e s t  of  the South. S i m i l a r l y ,  the 
1934 v i s i t  t o  Nazi Germany gave Dabney a view o f  r a c i s m  t a k e n  t o  t h e  
l e v e l  of  i d e o l o g y .  But u l t i m a t e l y ,  V i r g i n i u s  Dabney' s  advocacy of  
g r e a t e r  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  fo r  blacks  was based p r im a r i l y  on h i s  own sense 
of  f a i r n e s s  and j u s t i c e .
The boundar ies  of  Dabney's r a c i a l  Liberal ism were s e t  by the Limits  
o f  h i s  i m a g i n a t i o n .  P. B. Young t ou ch ed  upon t h i s  i d e a  in  a l e t t e r  to  
Dabney in 1942.
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You have been very h e l p f u l  in drawing the a t t e n t i o n  of  
the people,  nor th  and south,  to the fundamental  bases  
o f  our  i n t e r r a c i a l  d i sh a r m o n y ,  and in  p o i n t i n g  ou t  
c o r r e c t i v e  m e a s u r e s .  You have f a i l e d ,  in some 
r e s p e c t s ,  t o  u n d e r s t a n d  t h e  e f f e c t s  o f  r a c i a l  
s ep ara t i on  as p r a c t i c e d .
While admi t t ing  t h a t  f a c i l i t i e s  provided for  the two races o f t en  were
n o t  e q u a l ,  Dabney was c o n v i n c e d  t h a t  s e g r e g a t i o n ,  l i k e  p u b l i c
f a c i l i t i e s ,  could be r epa i red  and refurb i shed .  Consequent ly,  when the
United S t a t e s  Supreme Court  ru led in 1954 t ha t  " separa te  i s  i nhe r en t ly
unequal ,"  i t  s t r u c k  a t  the  hea r t  of  Dabney's b e l i e f s .
Dabney valued the s epa r a t i on  of  blacks  and whi tes ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  in 
the publ ic  schools ,  for  he was unable to  move beyond the assumpt ion t h a t  
widespread r a c i a l  mixing would be a concomitant  of  i n t e g r a t i o n .  He has 
s a i d  and has  w r i t t e n  t h a t  h i s  were  not  t h e  v i ews  o f  a r a c i s t .  And 
c e r t a i n l y  the o b s t r u c t i o n i s t  and voc i fe rous  elements  of the pos t -Brown 
South were much more o f f e ns i ve  than Dabney's s t a t ement s  regarding the 
r e l a t i o n s h i p s  p o s s i b le  among bLacks and whi tes  growing up toge ther .  But 
i f  Dabney's wor r i e s  were not those of  a r a c i s t ,  they were those of a man 
who underes t imated  the South’s capac i ty  to change.
In the  h i s t o r y  of  r a c i a l  Liberal i sm in the  South,  t h e r e  were bound 
to be more w r i t e r s  l i ke  Dabney than l i ke  L i l l i a n  Smith or Ralph McGill.  
The "gradual ,  evo lu t iona ry  change" espoused by Dabney could be defended 
as  t h a t  o f  t h e  p r a g m a t i s t ,  f o r  in  a Land Like t he  Amer ican South ,  s low 
r a c i a l  reform can seem a remarkable achievement .  But by i t s  na t ur e  such 
gradual i sm con ta ins  a c o n t r a d i c t io n .  Dabney was o p t i m i s t i c  t h a t  most 
S o u t h e r n e r s  were  coming t o  s e e  t h e  decency  of  t r e a t i n g  b l a c k s  b e t t e r .  
But he was s imul taneous ly  p e s s i m i s t i c  t h a t  the South could accept  the 
agenda of a minor i ty  group whose e xpec t a t i ons  had grown enormously in
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j u s t  t e n  o r  f i f t e e n  y e a r s .  T h i s  c o n t r a d i c t i o n  was o f t e n  r e s o l v e d ,  by 
Dabney and o t h e r  g r a d u a l i s t s ,  t h r o u g h  t h e  a s s e r t i o n  t h a t  t h e  growing  
demands were  e m a n a t i n g  f rom t h e  Nor th ,  and t h e r e f o r e  were n o t  
a p p r o p r i a t e  f o r  Southern condi t ions .
In d i s c o u n t i n g  so much o f  t h e  work o f  t h e  N.A.A.C.P. and o t h e r  
"outs ide"  groups,  Dabney f a i l e d  to acknowledge t h a t  reform achievements  
a r e  a c o m p o s i t e  o f  t h e  e f f o r t s  o f  many g r oup s  and i n d i v i d u a l s .  Those 
improvements in c i r cumstances  enjoyed by S o u t h e r n  b l a c k s  had,  i nd ee d ,  
come slowly.  But i t  does not  fol low t h a t  they were the  achievements  of  
those re formers  who advocated a pace of gradual ,  evolu t ionary  reform. 
I t  i s  a t  l e a s t  as reasonable  to conclude t h a t  modest gains  are obta ined 
in a harsh environment  only when the  f orces  of change push so hard t h a t  
a t  l e a s t  some of  what they seek i s  obtained.
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1. In te rview with Vi rg in iu s  Dabney, June 11,  1983.
2. P. B. Young to  V i r g in i u s  Dabney, December 23, 1942, Se r ie s  7690, 
Box 4, V i rg in i us  Dabney Papers ,  Alderman Library,  Univers i ty  of 
V i r g i n i a .  I t a l i c s  in o r i g i n a l .
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